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Summary 

The Covid-19 crisis has prompted reflection on what and who is important in our communities, on how 
we measure contributions to society, and on how we reward them. It has raised questions about how 
well our social structures and priorities align with the values of fairness, justice and equality widely 
considered fundamental to society.  Against this background, we review the current state of gender 
equality in the policy and practice of Milton Keynes Council (MKC). We revisit an earlier observational 
study conducted by the Milton Keynes Fawcett Society group to see whether women’s participation in 
MKC has changed since 2015. We then focus on how gender equality analysis is used in decision-
making, with reference to Equality Impact Assessments, the availability of gender-disaggregated data, 
and the use of gender analysis and data in the planning process. We conclude with a summary of 
issues to be addressed, and some proposals for change. 
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Milton Keynes Fawcett 

The Fawcett Society is the UK’s leading membership charity campaigning for gender equality and women’s 

rights at work, at home and in public life. Our vision is a society in which women and girls in all their 

diversity are equal and truly free to fulfil their potential creating a stronger, happier, better future for us all. 

Since 2014 Milton Keynes Fawcett has been working to give voice and visibility to women in the City. Our 

projects have included: street action to encourage women to vote in the 2015 general election; research on 

the participation of female and male councillors on MK Council (2015/16; follow-up research in 2019/20); an 

exhibition in MK Central Library and other parts of the city on Women Who Made Milton Keynes, to 

celebrate MK50 (2017-18); contributions to an exhibition in MK museum on HERstory in Objects (2019); 

starting in 2020, a series of discussion papers to explore gender equality in Milton Keynes.  

 

Copyright © Milton Keynes Fawcett, May 2020 

 

 

 

mailto:miltonkeynesfawcettgroup@gmail.com
https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/membership


 
 

3 
 

 

 

CONTENTS 

1. Covid-19: inequalities laid bare 
 
2. Equality in Milton Keynes:  aspiration or reality? 
 
3. Women in Local Politics: ‘we need women In the room’ 

Women in the room: Milton Keynes Council 2015 
2019-2020: More women in the room? 
What has changed, and what is important? 
 

4. Equality Analysis in MK Planning and Decision-Making: how well is it working? 
Equality Impact Assessments in Milton Keynes – difficult to locate and to evaluate  
Lack of clarity on how Equality Impact Assessments feed into planning and monitoring 
A case study: the Transport Infrastructure Delivery Plan 
Making Equality Impact Assessments more accessible and useful 

 
5. The Public Sector Equality Duty and Disaggregated Data 

Health – scattered data, confusing presentation 
Housing and Homelessness – a gender data vacuum? 
The website as a research tool 

 

6. Effective Equality Analysis: a way of thinking 
Neglect of gender analysis in evidence studies – some examples 
‘Not thinking’ – a form of unintended discrimination 
Challenging conventional thinking 
 

7. Re-thinking Gender Equality 

 

End Notes 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Covid-19: inequalities laid bare 

In March 2020 the Gender and Covid-19 Working Group published an article in the medical journal The 

Lancet criticising the absence of any gender analysis of the coronavirus epidemic by health institutions or 

governments. The article made three important points. 

 For the response  ‘to be effective and not reproduce or perpetuate gender and health inequities, it is 

important that gender norms, roles, and relations that influence women’s and men’s differential 

vulnerability to infection, exposure to pathogens, and treatment received, as well as how these may 

differ among different groups of women and men, are considered and addressed.’ 

 Without detailed sex-disaggregated data (i.e. data broken down by sex/gender), it would be 

impossible to create effective, equitable policies and interventions. 

 Although women’s voices and knowledge could improve both preparedness for and response to the 

epidemic, women were inadequately represented in national and global Covid-19 policy spaces1. 

Published just before the UK went into Covid-19 lockdown on 24 March, The Lancet article was prescient.  

Initially, as some high profile individuals including the Prime Minister contracted the disease, Covid-19 was 

widely described as a ‘great leveller’, which did not discriminate. Yet as the patterns of the contagion 

emerged, it became clear that the disease was affecting segments of the population very differently. This 

was not simply in terms of fatalities2 but in the less obvious ways that the epidemic was amplifying pre-

existing inequalities and vulnerabilities3.  

 

The UK’s largest domestic abuse charity, Refuge, reported that calls to its Helpline rose by 25% in the first 

week of the lockdown4: The closure of schools and childcare services put new pressures on parents and 

carers, particularly women. The charity Working Families reported a quadrupling of contacts to its Legal 

Advice Service almost overnight, with nearly 100% of the queries relating to Covid-195. Two weeks into the 

lockdown, concerned by the invisibility of women in the public debate on Covid-19, the Fawcett Society and 

60 other organisations launched a campaign to ensure that women were not left behind in policy and 

decision-making. The campaign called on Government to take immediate action in nine specific areas to 

support women and girls during the outbreak6. The Women’s Budget Group summarised evidence showing 

that, due to pre-existing inequalities, different groups of women would experience Covid-19 in distinct ways, 

and made recommendations for gender-sensitive improvements to the Government’s response7. In April 

the Women and Equalities Select Committee launched an enquiry into the impact of the coronavirus – and 

measures to tackle it – on different communities8. All this (and more) was the result of an initial lack of 

gender analysis in planning for, and response to, the epidemic – a perfect example of ‘not thinking’9.  

 

As the Covid-19 epidemic began to unfold, Milton Keynes Fawcett was in the final stages of a review of 

how equality – and particularly gender equality - is reflected and pursued in planning and decision-making 

in Milton Keynes.  Although the initial impetus for this work pre-dated Covid-19, the pandemic has 

“The gender data gap is not generally deliberate. Quite the opposite. It is simply the product 

of a way of thinking that has been around for millennia and is therefore a kind of not 

thinking. ... When we are designing a world that is meant to work for everyone we need 

women in the room.” 

Caroline Criado Perez ‘Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men’,  

pp. xii-xiii. London: Chatto & Windus, 2019 
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prompted discussion on highly relevant equality issues, including how we define and remunerate ‘key’ 

workers, the role and status of female-dominated sectors such as health and social care, the vulnerabilities 

created by poverty, the need for women’s involvement in policy and planning, and much more. To deal 

effectively with the aftermath of COVID-19, robust data, equality assessments and decision-making 

procedures will be needed in Milton Keynes. These concerns are central to our review.  

  

2. Equality in Milton Keynes:  aspiration or reality? 

Milton Keynes aspires to be a place where equality, diversity and inclusiveness are nurtured and can 

flourish. In the many documents setting out plans and strategies for the city’s growth and future these goals 

are regularly invoked. For instance the January 2020 draft Milton Keynes Strategy for 2050 aims for 

‘affordable homes for all’, ‘an inclusive economy’, a ‘diverse cultural offer’, ‘mobility for all’10.  The vision of 

the Milton Keynes Council Plan 2016-2022 is to ensure ‘a fairer, hard-working and more equal Milton 

Keynes for all’11. 

Equality – specifically gender equality - is fundamental to the Fawcett Society’s vision of society.  Since 

2015 MK Fawcett has been exploring how gender equality in MK is being pursued. To what extent are 

women’s lives and priorities reflected in the decisions and plans to achieve ‘a fairer, hard-working and more 

equal Milton Keynes for all’?  Is the ‘all’ so frequently referenced in policies and strategies sufficiently 

understood and addressed in terms of its constituent groupings? If it is not, can the aspiration to equality 

actually be achieved in reality? Although our review focuses on women and gender equality, these 

questions are relevant to all groups protected by equality legislation. Good practice in relation to one group 

will usually be beneficial for all. Obviously, gender is not a stand-alone marker of identity; it intersects with 

other protected characteristics such as age, race, disability and so on. 

 

 

3. Women in Local Politics: ‘we need women in the room’ 
 

Research has shown that, as more women move into positions of influence and decision-making, women’s 

experiences and perspectives are more likely to be taken into account – for example in policy development, 

planning and resource allocation12. That being so, the Fawcett Society at national level continues to 

highlight concerns about women’s representation in local government. A 2017 report - the result of a year-

long study led by Fawcett in partnership with the Local Government Information Unit - asked ‘Does Local 

Government Work for Women?’13. It found that since 1997 women’s representation on Councils has almost 

flat-lined; at the current rate of progress it will take 48 years to reach equality. 

 

Women in the room: Milton Keynes Council 2015 

In 2015 the MK Fawcett carried out a study of women’s participation in Milton Keynes Council. We looked 

at the gender ratio of Councillors overall and on Council committees, and we observed contributions to 

Council meetings: full Council, Cabinet and a range of committees (15 meetings in all). 

  

At the time, women made up 20 of the 57 MK councillors (35%). This was slightly above the average for 

England (32%). Overall, women were proportionately represented across the main committees, including 

as committee chairs. But they were not evenly distributed across different types of committee. Women were 

over-represented in traditionally ‘female’ areas: Corporate Parenting, Health and Adult Social Care, Health 

and Wellbeing. They were under-represented in traditionally ‘male’ areas: Audit and Budget Scrutiny. Of the 

eight members of Cabinet, only two were women. And across the Council meetings we observed, despite 

variations between committees, women contributed proportionately less than men to discussion14. 
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2019-2020: more women in the room? 

We returned to this issue in 2019/20, when the composition of the Council had changed following three 

local elections. There were now 21 women councillors out of 57 –  37% compared with the national 

average of 35%. However with just one additional female Councillor since 2015, parity was still a distant 

destination. 

 

An important difference in 2019/20 was Cabinet membership. Five of the nine members, including the 

Deputy Leader, were women. Across the main committees, the situation varied. Women were still 

proportionately represented overall (37%), the number of women chairing main committees held steady at 

4 out of 14, and a slightly higher number of women now held Vice Chair positions. However, women were 

still over-represented in Corporate Parenting, and in Children and Young People, and under-represented 

on the Audit Committee. In some respects the situation had apparently worsened. The Joint Negotiating 

Committee had lost one of its female members, as well as its female chair, and only one of the 11 members 

of Development Control was female (compared with 3 out of 12 in 2015).  

In our follow-up study we could not observe such a large number of meetings as in 2015. However, as in 

our earlier study, we observed three full Council meetings. We deemed these to be particularly important as 

occasions where all councillors potentially have a voice, and which also have high public visibility. 

Patterns varied across the three meetings observed, with women’s largest share of contributions occurring 

at the October 2019 meeting15. The charts below compare the pattern found in October 2019 with that in 

October 2015, when women’s share of contributions was much lower.  Specifically, in October 2015, 

women represented 33% of those present but made only 19% of spoken contributions, whereas in October 

2019 they represented 38% of those present but made 45% of spoken contributions. 

 
 

            2015 Councillors present             2015 Spoken contributions 

  
            2019 Councillors present             2019 Spoken contributions 

A comparison of attendance levels and spoken contributions by female and male councillors at Milton 

Keynes Council meetings in October 2015 and October 2019 
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What has changed, and what is important? 

At the October 2019 meeting, compared with the one in October 2015, there were two more female 

councillors and two fewer male councillors present. But of much greater significance was the increase in 

the number of women Cabinet members since 2015; all five of these were present at the meeting. All spoke 

at least once, with three of them making a relatively high number of contributions. Importantly, the Deputy 

Leader (female) was deputising for the Leader (male), who was absent from the meeting. 

 

Women were therefore in more prominent positions at this meeting than they had been at the 2015 

meeting. This may have given them more confidence to speak, but it also gave them greater speaking 

rights and indeed obligations - for example presenting reports from Cabinet, dealing with questions from 

councillors and members of the public. It was clear that having women in senior roles gave them positions 

of authority from which they could speak. 

  

Working backwards, this implies that more women need to be selected by all parties and that those who 

are elected need to be given opportunities to gain experience, for example by taking on a role of 

responsibility or by presenting an issue in the Council chamber on behalf of their group. 

Furthermore, so that female councillors can extend their experience, and so that female perspectives are 

more fairly represented across all areas of the Council’s work, it is important to ensure a greater gender 

balance - in both the membership and the chairing of committees. 

 

 

4. Equality Analysis in MK Planning and Decision-Making: how well is it 

working? 

For the past decade the Local Government Association’s Equality Framework for Local Government 

(EFLG) has been the main measure of performance around equalities work in local authorities. Updated in 

2018, it stresses the importance of data in guiding policy development and actions: ‘Unless equality-related 

data is collected and analysed, there is a danger that local authorities will base their work on assumptions 

or stereotypes rather than hard facts. ... A “one-size-fits-all” approach is no longer enough’16. 

The Framework proposes five performance areas, starting with ‘knowing your communities’. It provides a 

detailed set of questions for self-assessing or peer-assessing three levels of achievement. Level 1 

(‘developing’) calls for understanding the importance of equality. Level 2 (‘achieving’) means delivering 

better outcomes. To achieve Level 3 (‘excellent’) organisations must demonstrate that their equalities work 

is making a difference. Some local authorities publish regular peer or self-assessments – for instance 

Manchester City Council17. This does not seem to be the case in Milton Keynes. The most recent reference 

to the EFLG we found in MK Council documentation was in July 201418. 

 

Equality Impact Assessments (EqIAs) are integral to the EFLG. The Framework poses a series of 

questions to assess the extent to which EqIAs are integrated into planning and decision-making19. For 

instance:  

 Are equality analyses/impact assessments accessible, robust and meaningful? 

 Are the findings shared effectively? 

 Are mitigating actions identified where appropriate?  

 Has equality analysis/impact assessment been used to identify needs and improve 

outcomes/reduce inequality? 
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 Is there evidence of equality analysis/ impact assessment having informed decision-making and 

facilitated different, tailored services?’ 

Equality Impact Assessments in Milton Keynes – difficult to locate and to evaluate  

In our experience, it has proven extremely difficult to analyse the use of EqIAs via the MK Council website. 

Even those for the Budget, for which there is an established procedure, are difficult to locate, as we 

discovered during our observations of the Budget Scrutiny Committee meetings in 2018-2019. A link in the 

Committee papers (December 2018) which ostensibly led to the EqIA for the 2019-20 Budget, actually led 

to the 2017-18 Budget impact assessment. In subsequent correspondence the Corporate Equalities and 

Diversity Officer did outline for us the shape of the draft EqIA for the 2019-20 Budget. However, as far as 

we are aware, it has not been published. At the time of writing (April 2020) only two Budget EqIAs appear 

on the website: for 2017-18 and for 2020-2120. Each of these lists a small number of areas in which 

budgetary adjustments are being, or have been, made so as to remove barriers or better promote equality: 

four areas in 2017-2018, one area in 2020-21. The descriptions are very general.  For instance, the 2020-

21 EqIA says that in the area of Digital Transformation and Customer Services ‘it will be important to tailor 

service propositions and maximising (sic) equality of access to meet the differing needs and expectations of 

diverse customers’.  While it is good to know that services will be tailored, there is insufficient detail to 

reveal which of the protected groups is/are the focus of the adjustment and/or how success in meeting their 

needs could be monitored/measured.  

 

In other planning and decision-making areas, tracking down Equality Impact Assessments is a laborious 

task. The MK Council website advises enquirers to ‘find the relevant reports on CMIS, find the relevant 

meeting or decision or find out the forward plan of the decision in the public documents’. This presents 

enormous challenges to all but those with limitless time. A search of CMIS (Council Meeting Information 

System) produces hundreds of documents, many with almost identical content, and often simply referring to 

an EqIA rather than actually being one. 

 

Lack of clarity on how Equality Impact Assessments feed into planning and monitoring 

To take just one example, Plan MK 2016-2031 – a major 300-page planning document that sets out a 

vision for future development in housing, the economy, infrastructure, the environment, climate change, 

good design, and so on – says that ‘an Equality Impact Assessment was undertaken to consider issues 

relating to gender, age, ethnicity, religion/belief, disability, sexuality and low disposable income21’. However, 

no EqIA is appended to the Plan and there is no reference to the EqIA in the Monitoring Framework for the 

Plan’s 17 strategic objectives (Appendix F, pp. 247-255).  

 

There are some specific objectives in which an absence of any gender indicators seems particularly 

surprising - for instance objective 10: reduction of health inequalities and deprivation (although ethnicity is 

included as an indicator); objective 11: delivery of housing to meet the needs of all sections of the 

community; objective 12: smart, shared, sustainable mobility; objective 14: place-making. 

 

The overall impression is that the results of the EqIA have not fed into the detailed substance of the Plan 

and will not be referred to in any subsequent reviews or adjustments. By contrast, the Monitoring 

Framework does state that indicators from the Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental 

Assessment (a requirement of the National Planning Policy Framework) will be used in the monitoring. And 

although the Sustainability Appraisal is not appended to the Plan, it is explained in the Glossary to the Plan 

(p. 289), while the Equality Impact Assessment is not – suggesting that it is regarded as less vital to the 

Plan’s execution. 
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A case study: the Transport Infrastructure Delivery Plan  

Although it may not be intentional, the use of Equality Impact Assessments in MK Council planning appears 

to be somewhat random and post hoc. In June 2019 MK Fawcett responded to a public consultation on the 

Transport Infrastructure Delivery Plan (TIPD) Our six-page submission provided national data on gender 

differences in transport use. It argued that, without an EqIA, it would be impossible to prioritise the 103 

schemes/options presented in the TIPD in terms of their ability to meet the needs of women and other 

protected groups in MK. The TIPD Consultation response report (October 2019) takes account of the MK 

Fawcett submission, though it is not clear that the argument about gender-differentiated prioritisation has 

been fully accepted or understood. The most frequent response is simply that ‘an Equality Impact 

Assessment has now been carried out’. Another is that the Plan is intended to serve the needs of ‘all 

people’ and to take into account equality impacts (though the TIPD Consultation Document – and the 

options outlined in it - made no reference to the possible impact on different demographic groups). The 

allusion to ‘all people’ implies that needs are universal, rather than differentiated by particular group 

characteristics, and that there is equality of access to all provision.  

 

In fact, the Equality Impact Assessment that was carried out in response to the TIPD consultation pays 

most attention to older and disabled people (women are mentioned only once). In terms of logic and 

presentation, it seems to have been hastily prepared and compares poorly with the content and form of the 

Sustainability and Strategic Environmental Assessments which were carried out as part of the TIPD 

development process. It is difficult to deduce the rationale for some of its conclusions. For instance, the 

claim that the needs of protected groups will be taken into account in subsequent work (Q. 4b) seems to be 

at odds with the statement that no further information is needed for planning purposes (Q. 6b)22. 

 

Part of the ‘subsequent work’ to the 2019 TIPD was a consultation on Road Safety, Walking and Cycling, 

launched in January 2020. An Equality Impact Assessment was included among the consultation 

documents23. Though very brief (one page) and general in scope (no data are included), this can be seen 

as a step in the direction of a more proactive planning approach to equality promotion. However, it was 

disappointing that the consultation document itself disregards the MK Fawcett submission to the TIPD 

regarding gender differences – for example in relation to cycling – and that no gender breakdowns were 

proposed in the monitoring data to be collected. 

 

Making Equality Impact Assessments more accessible and useful 

In summary, our experience in searching for examples of EqIAs in Milton Keynes decision-making suggests 

that, despite a commitment to their use in planning, there seems to be a rather unsystematic approach to 

their application and follow-up. The fact that it is so difficult even to access them makes it almost impossible 

to evaluate their impact on outcomes. 

 

Some authorities make it much easier to track the application of Equality Impact Assessments in their work.  

For example Devon County Council publishes all completed assessments going back to 2007, and 

provides a toolkit outlining its approach24. Haringey  Borough Council provides a detailed account of its 

EqIA process, including sections on what it is, why they do it, how do they do it, using the right data (with 

links to data sources), publishing results. Results of EqIAs since 2014-15 and up to 2019-2020 are 

published on the website. These are categorised according to the six priorities of Haringey’s Corporate 

Plan. EqIAs are attached to each committee report where there is a public decision. In addition, a search of 

committee papers brings up the relevant EqIAs25.  

 

If Milton Keynes were to develop a model along these lines, it would bring greater clarity to the ways in 

which due regard is paid to protected groups in planning, decision-making and design. Moreover, it would 
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be easier to situate MK’s level of achievement using the assessment model of the Equality Framework for 

Local Government. 

 
 

5. The Public Sector Equality Duty and Disaggregated Data 

Transparency in decision-making relies on providing accessible data to the public. Without this, the 

evidence on which decisions are based is not clear. In its response to the Open Government National 

Action Plan 2019-2021 to improve transparency, participation and accountability in policy-making, the UK 

Women’s Budget Group points out that fulfilment of the Public Sector Equality Duty depends on the 

collection of data that is broken down by sex/gender and by other protected characteristics so that Equality 

Impact Assessments can be ‘firmly embedded into policy, decision-making and budgetary processes. 

When conducted properly, as investigative analysis instead of mere tick-box exercises, EqIAs have the 

potential to ensure that new policies are responsive, transparent and participatory in their content, as well 

as in their format’26. 

 

Our search for publicly available gender-disaggregated data in Milton Keynes has been frustrating. We 

focused on a few areas in which we believed gender differences could have a bearing on the design and 

delivery of plans and services. 

 

Health – scattered data, confusing presentation  

Health is an area in which accessible gender-disaggregated data are essential to ensure effective strategy 

and outcomes for both women and men. The Joint Strategic Needs Analysis (JSNA) which drives the 

Health & Wellbeing Strategy is not easy to navigate on the MK Council website.The summary report is 

short and quite general27. There are a few references to gender differences - in relation to life expectancy, 

causes of premature death, diagnoses of autism and depression – and the need to identify vulnerable 

women in the context of pregnancy and early family life. However, specific health conditions – e.g. 

cardiovascular, mental health, dementia – are divided over separate individual sections of the site, each 

briefly introduced and with links (some of which are not working) to other documents whose relevance is 

not always clear. 

 

The result is that data are scattered, hard to find and not obviously related to policy or strategy. For 

instance, the section on adult mental health notes that ‘more than 26,000 adult residents of Milton Keynes 

(aged 18-65) are estimated to have a common mental health disorder at 2017 (10,250 men and 16,390 

women)’28. In other words, women account for 61.5% of people in MK with a mental health disorder. This 

was one of the few gender-specific pieces of data found in our search on Health, and it was not clearly 

sign-posted or linked to potential action. 

 

Housing and Homelessness – a gender data vacuum? 

An extensive search in this area produced even more disappointing results. The public consultation on the 

Draft Housing Strategy 2019-2024 made no mention of women. The Centre for Cities report on Milton 

Keynes (frequently cited on the MK Council website as a useful source of data) includes no statistics 

broken down by gender. Specifically in relation to homelessness, relevant local groups such as Works For 

Us, the MK Homelessness Partnership, the Rough Sleeper Partnership could provide no data. 

 

On the other hand, Government figures show that in the period April to June 2019 single parent households 

that were homeless or threatened with homelessness in Milton Keynes were much more likely to be 

female-headed than male-headed. Of 78 single parent households owed a prevention duty (i.e. who are 

threatened with homelessness), 76 were female-headed. Of 61 single parent households owed a relief duty 
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(i.e. homeless), 57 were female-headed29. The figures must have been supplied by MK Council, though we 

were unable to find them in publicly available documentation. 

 

As the homelessness example shows, it seems that detailed data breakdowns are in existence. But the 

extent to which they are fully exploited in planning and decision-making is not clear. Though we cannot 

claim to have made a fully exhaustive search, in the areas we selected for exploration the lack of publicly 

available gender-disaggregated data is undeniable. Intersectional data - data on groups with more than one 

shared protected characteristic (for example Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic women) – is even harder to 

find30. For local action groups or service providers, the lack of up-to-date easily accessible data broken 

down by gender – and, by extension, by other protected characteristics – makes attempts to analyse and 

target the needs of specific demographic groups in MK very difficult if not impossible.  

 

The website as a research tool 

Our search for data via the Council website was disappointing. References to non-existent documents or 

out-dated links are frequent. MK Insight - though frequently referenced in documents and on the website as 

a source of recent information – contains almost no data after 201631.  

 

The amount of information contained on the website is of course prodigious, and therefore challenging to 

organise. But it is worth looking at how other Councils present equality-related data. Again, Haringey 

Borough Council is a useful model. Specifically in relation to the Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA), 

the approach of Devon County Council deserves consideration. It brings together a large amount of 

explanatory information, along with (almost) annual JSNA overview documents which give plenty of useful 

detail in relation to gender differences32. 

  

 

6. Effective Equality Analysis: a way of thinking 
 

Evidence-based equality analysis is not a luxury – an ‘optional extra’ to be dispensed with when budgets 

are tight. On the contrary, says the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIFPA): ‘Public 

finance managers are under increasing pressure to ensure value for money and demonstrate efficiencies. 

Effective gender analysis, and wider equalities analysis of policy and spending decisions, makes for more 

targeted allocation of limited resources. In turn, this can achieve better outcomes from public money and 

improved outcomes for people using public services’33. 

 

As such, effective gender analysis needs to be embedded at all levels and at all points in the policy-making 

cycle – and not seen as an ‘add on’ that comes late, after supposedly ‘gender neutral’ alternatives or 

scenarios have been developed. From the earliest stage – including the tendering and commissioning of 

evidence documents – terms of reference need to make clear that equality impacts should be included in 

the plans put forward by contractors. But major MK strategy documents we have looked at suggest a lack 

of attention to gender equality considerations in the commissioned studies that form the evidence base for 

eventual strategies and plans. 

 

Neglect of gender analysis in evidence studies – some examples 

The Transport Infrastructure Delivery Plan34, adopted in October 2019, was preceded by an Evidence 

Review (January 2019).  This included no gender-based analysis – an omission inevitably reflected in the 

draft TIPD Consultation document (June 2019) and indeed in the final TIPD. Yet the Women’s Budget 

Group has shown that transport policy has important implications for gender equality35. 
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The MK Draft Strategy for 2050, published for consultation in January 2020, gave links to ten Evidence 

Studies. There is no gender-based analysis in any of these or in the Draft Strategy itself. Indeed a fleeting 

reference to women in one of the studies, the Strategic Growth Study, betrays a stereotypically limited view 

of women’s place. A section on ‘Placemaking’ describes four qualities of ‘good places’ - accessibility, 

activities, comfortable, sociable - and proposes measures of success for each.  In relation to ‘sociable 

places’, one indicator is ‘monitoring numbers of children, women, minority groups’36 . But why is this 

indicator not included in relation to accessible, active, or comfortable places? 

 

The 2019 Local Economic Assessment (LEA) is an important planning tool which ‘will be used to help 

inform future strategy, funding bids, policy and partnership working’. In a section on Emerging Trends in the 

Milton Keynes Economy, the report discusses the impact of automation, noting that the Office for National 

Statistics estimates about 1.5 million workers are at high risk of losing their jobs to it, with women among 

those most at risk – even before the Covid-19 crisis. A Centre for Cities Report in 2018 found that MK could 

lose 22% of its jobs due to automation (much higher than Oxford or Cambridge – both at 13%). The sectors 

most at risk are warehousing and logistics, wholesale and retail, public administration, education and health 

– most of which are female-dominated, although no gender breakdown is given in the LEA. The 

Assessment concludes that MK ‘must be careful to ensure that everyone is able to take advantage of 

opportunities for automation’. But it fails to make the point that future strategy must ensure that those most 

at risk (i.e. women) are shielded from its negative effects37. Although detailed data are still emerging, we 

would expect these risk factors to increase in the wake of the Covid-19 crisis. 

 

‘Not thinking’ – a form of unintended discrimination 

The millennia-old way of ‘not thinking’ about women is widespread. But policies and plans designed for 

‘everyone’ risk overlooking important gender differences in life situations. The Draft Milton Keynes Housing 

Strategy 2020-2025 says that ‘everyone in Milton Keynes should have fair and equal access to safe and 

secure housing that meets their needs’. Encouragingly, it acknowledges that this includes addressing the 

specific needs of those facing housing-related challenges – ‘children leaving care, people with disabilities 

and complex health issues, and older people’38. It is astonishing that women are not included in this list. 

 

Research by the Women’s Budget Group concludes that women on average have lower wages, greater 

caring roles, and are at greater risk of intimate partner violence. ‘These affect housing needs in terms of 

location, tenure, built form, design, cost, housing-related support and other features. These distinctive 

needs, combined with different wealth circumstances, reflect the need for housing policy to be gender-

sensitive’39.  According to the Housing Strategy 2020-2025 the cost of buying a home in Milton Keynes has 

increased 69% since 2010, compared to a 46% increase across England. The gender pay gap in MK - 

20.4% - is among the highest in the country40. The 2018 document Lifelong Wellbeing – Our Ten Year 

Health and Wellbeing Strategy, reports that total homelessness in MK rose by 26% from 2016 to 2017 (the 

national rise was 15%)41, and national data show that well over 90% of families in MK who are homeless or 

threatened with homelessness are headed by women (see Section 4). A 2017 survey found that only 57 

local authority areas in England and Wales (out of 173) provided homelessness accommodation for 

women, apart from refuge space42.  

 

Lifelong Wellbeing also reports that 45% of women survivors of domestic abuse suffer mental or emotional 

problems; Women’s Aid’s most recent report documents a growing shortfall in the number of refuge spaces 

available to meet the needs of an increasing number of domestic abuse victims – particularly those with 

children43. There is no shortage of data to document the specific issues that women face in finding safe and 

affordable housing.  If the Milton Keynes Housing Strategy is to meet the needs of ‘everyone’ it will need to 

explicitly address these gender-related realities. 
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Challenging conventional thinking 

Though usually unintended, ‘not thinking’ about gender inequalities reduces the effectiveness of planning 

and resource allocation. Conversely, thinking creatively and challenging received wisdom about gender 

differences can produce better outcomes through more targeted actions. A good example of this is the 

Milton Keynes Interim Adult Autism Strategy 2017-18. Discussing the level of need in the MK population, it 

notes that the commonly accepted autism ratio (believed to be much higher in males than females) is now 

questioned by research44. And it goes on to report that ‘local services tell us that they are supporting an 

increasing number of women with autism’. In line with this, the strategic priorities for the strategy include a 

‘longer-term’ pledge to ‘work with services to understand the under diagnosis, or misdiagnosis, of women 

and girls’45 

 

We were unable to find later references to this gender-aware approach to autism.  The MK Health and 

Wellbeing Strategy 2018-2028 simply commits to ensuring that ‘people’ with autism receive earlier 

diagnosis46. However, the fact that gender differences in diagnosis are signalled and questioned in the 

Interim Strategy document is encouraging and may inform subsequent practice, even if not explicitly 

mentioned in the subsequent documentation.  

 
 

7. Re-thinking Gender Equality   
 

While this review has focused on specific shortcomings, it is important to acknowledge the positive ways in 

which equality issues are being addressed in Milton Keynes – particularly in a period when national 

austerity policy has ravaged local authority budgets. To mark International Women’s Day in March 2020 the 

Deputy Leader of Milton Keynes Council drew attention to the Council’s work to minimise the effects of 

government cuts on women locally – including ‘by keeping our Sure Start Centres open, championing the 

Real Living Wage, investing in our domestic abuse services and tackling health inequalities’. A key to this, 

she continued, was having ‘women’s voices equally represented at the table’47. 

 

These achievements are real and must be celebrated. But, as our review has found, some important 

obstacles – which are not always visible – undermine the pursuit and realisation of gender equality in Milton 

Keynes. 

 

 Most obviously, and despite differences between the political parties, women’s voices across the 

Council as a whole are still not ‘equally represented at the table’.  All parties need to find ways of 

building a pipeline of future female candidates – for example by committing to the Equal Power 

Campaign, run by a coalition of national organisations including the Fawcett Society48. 

 Equality Impact Assessments need to be more accessible and it should be made clear how their 

results feed into planning and monitoring. We have suggested some models used by other 

Councils that could be explored.   

 Our search for gender-disaggregated data in selected subject areas was frustrating and largely 

fruitless. A systematic effort is needed to update (or replace) MK Insight and to ensure that future 

data collection is broken down by sex/gender and other protected characteristics. 

 A first port of call in researching equality in Milton Keynes is the Council’s website. We found it 

surprisingly hard to navigate. Many links are out-dated or not working.  Other Councils have found 

ways of presenting complex equality data in an accessible way. These models are worth looking at.  

 A fundamental issue is the extent to which equality analysis is fully integrated into planning and 

strategy development. Our review suggests that it often happens too late – for example, after 

evidence studies have been commissioned and carried out – and that the analysis may be 

insufficiently informed by gender-differentiated data and life experiences. Yet again, models exist 
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that could help to inspire a more integrated, embedded approach. For instance Devon County 

Council works with an Equality Reference Group of external experts who provide advice, feedback 

and scrutiny49 .  Broader, participatory models such as the Equalities Engagement Framework of 

Bradford District Council, the Wigan Deal, or the Preston Model offer ideas on how local expertise 

can be integrated into early planning.  

 

The annual Thriving Places Index uses a set of indicators to measure all 343 local authorities in England in 

terms of Equality, Local Conditions for Wellbeing, and Sustainability. Each domain has a maximum score of 

10. In 2020 the top Equality score – 7.04 – went to Brent Borough Council. Milton Keynes obtained a score 

of 4.86 (down from 5.29 in 2019), placing it in a ‘medium’ category compared to the other 342 authorities. 

Among the 56 unitary authorities in the Index, MK was in position 3650. While this is a creditable result, it 

suggests there is still ground to be covered in the search for ‘a more equal Milton Keynes for all’. 

This review has mapped some of the blocks along the road towards making equality a reality - and not 

simply an aspiration - in the context of Milton Keynes. Some of these blocks relate to the lack or 

inaccessibility of relevant statistics documenting current levels of in/equality in key areas. Some relate to 

the relative invisibility of gender issues in policy documentation. Others relate to women’s continued under-

representation in decision-making, as councillors and as chairs of key decision-making committees in the 

Council.  

The Covid-19 crisis provides an ideal opportunity to re-think what equality means in our community, how 

we measure it, and what tools can help us to pursue it most effectively. This calls for a re-examination of 

established procedures and practices, some of which have been adjusted already. An example is the move 

towards online Council meetings, which began in April 2020. Streamed or online meetings have the 

potential to increase public engagement by opening up access to people (the housebound, elderly, parents, 

carers) who normally would not be able to attend.  This should surely be sustained and expanded in the 

post-crisis period. The impact of Covid-19 and the lockdown on existing inequalities – for instance higher 

levels of domestic abuse51, violence against women and girls52, and a potential rolling back of existing 

gender equalities as a result of the pandemic53- will need thorough analysis and response.  

Covid-19 has revealed the ways in which certain groups are overlooked, left behind or particularly impacted 

in a situation that affects everyone. It is a sharp illustration of how ‘not thinking’ deeply about inequalities 

has profound implications for outcomes. This paper has focused on women and gender. But re-thinking and 

re-shaping our approach to gender in/equality will benefit all groups in Milton Keynes covered by the Public 

Sector Equality Duty. To begin that process, we urge members of Milton Keynes Council and other key 

decision-makers to start by engaging with the specific issues we have identified. MK Fawcett and other 

local organisations have relevant expertise that could be drawn on in this effort.   
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