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Purpose of the discussion paper 
This is a report of research on women’s participation in local politics in Milton Keynes, 
with a focus on Milton Keynes Council. The research was carried out by members of the 
Milton Keynes group of the Fawcett Society. It has benefited from consultation with 
members of political groups on Milton Keynes Council, Council officers, members of local 
political parties, the national Fawcett Society, and others working in related areas. 

This final report is intended for discussion within Milton Keynes Council, by others 
involved in local politics, by local women’s groups and others with an interest in women’s 
participation in politics. We hope it will contribute to policy development and change.  

We would welcome continuing dialogue on the findings of the research, and on the 
recommendations made.  We would also be grateful for suggestions for follow-up 
activity, including further research. 
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Preface 
We know that local government has a disproportionate impact on women's lives and that 
over 70% of its workforce is female, so women's representation matters.  Evidence also 
shows that where women are elected they make decisions which have a positive impact on 
women's lives. 

This study by Fawcett Milton Keynes reveals what happens when women are in the room, 
and also reveals encouraging progress as by 2019/20 we see women Cabinet members 
playing a more active role in council meetings, something that wasn't the case in 2015/16. 

But we still have a long way to go before women are equally represented.  As this report 
shows, we need wider representation across the board in local councils, along with 
opportunities and encouragement for women to take up more senior positions. Progress on 
equal representation is still far too slow. It's time to make local government work for women. 
It's time for equal power. 

 

Sam Smethers, Chief Executive Officer, The Fawcett Society 
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Executive summary  
Rationale for the research 
1. Our research on women’s participation in Milton Keynes Council was carried out in the 

light of wider concerns, expressed by the Fawcett Society and other campaigning 
groups, about women’s lack of engagement in politics at both national and local levels. 
We share concerns that women should be involved in decision-making that affects 
women’s lives. The research is also informed by evidence suggesting that, with women 
in positions of influence, policy making is more likely to reflect women’s experiences 
and perspectives; and that diverse teams contribute to more effective decision-making. 

The research process 

2. We carried out an initial study in 2015/16, looking at women’s representation on 
Council and Council Committees, and women’s participation in Council meetings. 
We followed this up with a further study in 2019/20, to investigate the extent of any 
changes since our earlier work. In this second study we added new material on 
differences between political parties, and on the election of councillors. We also began 
to investigate strategies that have been devised, in Milton Keynes and elsewhere, to 
encourage women’s greater participation in politics. 

3. We carried out the bulk of our research between September 2019 and June 2020, after 
which we circulated a consultation draft setting out our findings. The draft was sent to 
key members of MK Council, Council officers, and members of local political parties. In 
response to feedback we carried out further research, engaging in continuing 
consultation as our work developed. Our final report (this paper) was completed in 
October 2020. 

Findings from the research (Sections 2 and 3) 
Women’s representation on Council and Council committees (Section 2) 

4. We found limited change in Council membership between 2015/16 and 2019/20. 
Across this period, no party held the majority on Council. Labour remained the largest 
party with 23 seats. The Conservatives dropped from 22 to 19 seats; and the Liberal 
Democrats increased their share from 12 to 15 seats. 

5. Out of 57 councillors, numbers of women fluctuated between 20-21 (35%-37%) over 
the years.  At this level, there has not been any meaningful change.  

6. This general pattern, however, masked striking differences between party political 
groups: an increase in female Labour councillors (from under a third of all Labour 
councillors in 2015/16 to over half in 2019/20); and a decrease in female Conservative 
councillors (from just under half of all Conservative councillors in 2015/16 to under a 
quarter in 2019/20). The Liberal Democrats saw a smaller increase in female 
councillors, from a quarter of all Liberal Democrat councillors in 2015/16 to a third in 
2019/20. 

7. This was due to complex patterns of gains and losses over the years. The Labour group 
lost similar numbers, proportionately, of female and male councillors; but they gained 
many more new female councillors. The Conservatives lost many more female than 
male councillors; of the new councillors they gained, most were male. The Liberal 
Democrats lost relatively few councillors, female or male. They gained proportionately 
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more new female councillors, but not enough to correct their original gender 
imbalance. 

8. These patterns are related to the election process: the selection and election of 
candidates. In studying this we took the May 2014 election as our baseline, as at this 
point ward boundaries were redrawn and there was a full Council election.  

9. We found no consistent positive relationship between the number of female 
candidates selected as candidates and the number elected to Council. Sometimes, 
there was a negative relationship. The key factor in getting more women elected to 
Council is their allocation to safe, or at least winnable, wards. 

10. Some changes (the increase in female Labour councillors, the decrease in female 
Conservative councillors) have been recent and quite rapid: events in just one or two 
years can have dramatic effects. We consider implications for policy and practice in 
Section 4. 

11. There was limited change with respect to senior positions on Council between 2015/16 
and 2019/20. The Labour group retained its female Deputy Leader, and increased the 
number of female Cabinet members. Further positive changes included a female 
Deputy Leader in the Conservative group and a female Liberal Democrat Group Chair. 
However, the Council remained male dominated at the level of Mayor/Deputy Mayor, 
Leader and political group Leaders, and the Conservative Shadow Cabinet. Council had 
lost a female Conservative group leader. 

12. Change was also limited with regard to committee membership between 2015/16 and 
2019/20: women remained proportionately represented overall in 2019/20, but were 
still over-represented in certain types of committee, notably Corporate Parenting, 
Children and Young People, and Health and Adult Social Care. Conversely, they were 
under-represented on the Development Control, Audit, and Regeneration Committees. 

13. Only four of the 16 main committees in 2019/20 were chaired by women, mostly in the 
broad sphere of community and social care. Each fully constituted committee also 
offers two vice-chairing roles, normally appointed from other political parties than the 
chair. Despite the theoretical possibility of allocating these chairing roles 
proportionately between female and male councillors, the competing principle of 
appointing chairs from across the political spectrum prevailed and women remained 
under-represented overall, both as chairs and as vice-chairs. Three committees (Audit, 
Development Control and Scrutiny Management) had an all-male chairing team.  

Women’s participation in Council meetings (Section 3)  

14. In our earlier study in 2015/16 we carried out observations in 15 Council meetings, 
including three full Council meetings. The October 2015 full Council meeting is used as 
an illustration in the 2015/16 report. In our follow-up study in 2019/20 we focused on 
full Council meetings as important occasions where all councillors potentially have a 
voice, and which also have high public visibility. We observed meetings in October 
2019, November 2019, and January 2020. 

15. In our first study, it was clear that women were under-represented in discussion and 
debate in Council meetings: this was evident, for instance, in the October 2015 full 
Council meeting. We observed greater variability in our second study. Women were 
slightly under-represented in November 2019 and, to a greater extent, in January 2020; 
however, they spoke proportionately more than men in October 2019. We relate these 
differences in part to the seniority of speakers (see points 18 and 19). 



 

 3 

16. Many individual councillors did not speak at all at meetings: generally, just under or 
over half made no contributions, though this went up to two thirds of female 
councillors in November 2019 and January 2020.  

17. Some individual councillors made a larger number of contributions, often consistently 
across meetings: these were more often male councillors. The October 2019 meeting 
was different from other meetings in that proportionately more individual women 
spoke than men, including making a relatively high number of contributions. 

18. A range of factors may affect the differences in levels of contribution mentioned above, 
including the relevance of agenda items to different councillors. We argue, however, 
that seniority is particularly important: those in senior positions tend to contribute 
more within each meeting, and across meetings. While there were more women than 
men in Cabinet, across Council as a whole those in senior positions were usually men 
(see point 11).  

19. In October and November 2019 the female Deputy Leader stood in for the Leader, 
making a large number of individual contributions and increasing the overall 
percentage of female contributions. Also in October, more female than male Cabinet 
members were present at the meeting. All of them spoke, further increasing the 
number/percentage of female contributions during this meeting. This helps to explain 
differences between meetings referred to above. 

20. Confrontational behaviour was not common in meetings, but when this occurred it 
involved men rather than women. We suggest this may be a deterrent to councillors 
uncomfortable with such behaviour. 

21. We argue that more councillors should be encouraged to contribute to public debate 
on Council, so that a wider range of voices and perspectives is heard. As part of this 
diversity, women should be better represented, and more visible, in debate. To achieve 
this we need to see, first, more women councillors across the whole of Council, in all 
parties, followed by a greater number of women in senior positions. This is clearly 
consistent with the points made in Section 2.  

Conclusion and recommendations (Section 4) 

22. In our consultations with councillors and officers we have been struck by a consistent 
commitment to greater diversity on Council. We argue that this commitment needs to 
be translated into action across the whole of Council. We conclude therefore with a 
series of recommendations, building on and developing existing practices in Milton 
Keynes and initiatives elsewhere. Some of these recommendations carry cost 
implications, whereas others are more a matter of attitudinal shift. Some will have an 
immediate impact, whereas others may need to be part of a longer-term strategy. 

23. The recommendations, listed below, relate to the identification and selection of 
potential female candidates, enabling new councillors to contribute more effectively to 
the work of Council, supporting female councillors to progress and serve in the longer 
term, and broader issues affecting the councillor role. 
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Recommendations 

1. Conduct a regular diversity audit of Council membership 
2. Raise the profile of local government and the work of councillors 
3. Provide an enhanced package of support to all aspiring candidates 
4. Establish a gender-aware strategy across wards for selecting and electing candidates, 

and monitor its effectiveness 
5. Consider the possibility of time-limited tenures for councillors  
6. Ensure that appropriate induction, training and mentoring schemes are in place and 

functioning effectively 
7. Foster an internal culture that challenges discriminatory behaviour 
8. Take ongoing action to give women greater voice in Council meetings 
9. Lobby central government to retain the option of online attendance at all Council 

meetings 
10. Extend the availability of shadowing opportunities 
11. Enable formal job sharing of senior roles where desired 
12. Extend the remit of the SRA scheme  
13. Embed the practice of exit interviews  
14. Take steps to tackle verbal abuse and harassment 
15. Lobby central government to re-establish councillors’ pre-2014 access to the Local 

Government Pension Scheme 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Rationale for the research 
In 2015/16 the Milton Keynes Fawcett group carried out a study of women’s participation in 
Milton Keynes Council. The Fawcett Society nationally was concerned about the lack of 
engagement of women in politics. News media and most campaigning groups focused, in the 
main, on the lack of women at a national level (for example the 50:50 Parliament Campaign 

and the Women’s Equality party). Fawcett was also concerned about women’s 
representation at local level. It encouraged members to explore the situation in their local 
areas and support women (as voters, activists, elected representatives or members of all 
parties or none) to engage more. Members of the MK Fawcett group decided to carry out 
independent research into the representation of women on MK Council. We found that 
women were under-represented on Council itself; on committees, they were over-
represented in traditionally ‘female’ areas such as social care, and under-represented in 
traditionally ‘male’ areas such as finance; and they contributed proportionately less than men 
to discussion in Council meetings. We presented these findings to women councillors within 
political groups. Their feedback was taken into account in producing a final report, which was 
shared at an open meeting with members of MK Council and other local bodies, and with the 
national Fawcett Society. We hoped the report would prompt reflection, and discussion of 
how to encourage the election of more women as councillors and their greater participation 
across Council activities. 

Increasing women’s participation in local politics is partly a moral imperative: like members 
of other groups that are protected under UK equality legislationi,women should be involved 
in decision-making that affects women’s lives. There is also research evidence that, as more 
women move into positions of influence, women’s experiences and perspectives are more 
likely to be taken into account – for example in policy development, planning and resource 
allocationii. And there may be gains in terms of efficacy, with research suggesting that diverse 
teams, including those with a greater representation of women, perform more effectively 
than homogeneous teams, scrutinizing their actions rather than resorting to ‘groupthink’iii. 
Across the UK, however, women continue to be under-represented in government at local as 
well as national level. A 2017 report - the result of a year-long study led by the Fawcett 
Society in partnership with the Local Government Information Unit – asked ‘Does Local 
Government Work for Women?’iv It found that, since 1997, women’s representation on local 
Councils has almost flat-lined; at the current rate of progress, in England it will take 48 years 
to reach equality. In recognition of this the Equal Power Campaign, a coalition led by the 
Fawcett Society, was set up in 2019 to create a movement for equal representation at every 
level of politics and public life, offering support and training that centres on ‘BAME women, 
disabled women, working class women, younger women & those with caring responsibilities, 
all of whom are under-represented in national and local politics.’v 

It was in this political context that the MK Fawcett group decided to carry out a follow-up 
study of women on MK Council to determine what, if anything, had changed in the four years 
since our earlier work.  Our findings are discussed in this report.  
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1.2 The research process 
As in 2015/16, our 2019/20 study began with a focus on women’s representation on Council 
and Council committees; women’s contributions to Council meetings; and recommendations 
for positive action in order to equalise women’s participation on MK Council. During the 
study, however, we added further analysis and, in particular, expanded our research on 
positive action. The data we eventually collected and analysed, and the timeline for this work, 
are set out in Figure 1.  

In order to frame our research, we began with the collection of documentary evidence on 
positive action. This included evidence of initiatives to encourage women’s greater 
participation in local politics, and to support women councillors, particularly new councillors. 
We looked at national initiatives (e.g. by the Fawcett Society and the Local Government 
Association, and political parties); and local council initiatives, including existing practice in 
MK Council and amongst local political party groups. This aspect of our work was a 
considerable expansion of our earlier focus in 2015/16. It continued throughout the data 
collection period and has informed particularly the final section of this report, on conclusions 
and recommendations.  

We studied women’s contribution to Council meetings by carrying out detailed observation 
and analysis of three full Council meetings in October 2019, November 2019 and January 
2020. This was designed to complement our earlier observations of meetings in 2015/16, 
allowing us to document any changes, or absence of change over time. We identified 
differences associated with party group membership and incorporated this into our analysis – 
a further expansion of our earlier study. This is discussed in Section 3. 

We had information on women’s representation on Council at an early stage in the research 
and began to study this more systematically in March 2020, focussing on women’s 
representation on Council and Council committees, including chairing. Again, this was 
designed to complement our analysis in 2015/16, identifying changes and continuities over 
time. In 2019/20 we extended our focus to include differences between political party 
groups. We discuss this in Section 2. 

During our research we carried out consultations, including discussions with some councillors 
and officers during our analysis, and, more formally, the production of a consultation draft of 
our report at the end of June 2020. We circulated this for comment to various members of 
Council, including leaders and deputy leaders of the Labour, Conservative and Liberal 
Democrat party groups; other local political party members; council officers; and the national 
Fawcett Society. We began to revise the report over the summer, with continuing 
consultation on aspects of the research. 

Responses from those we consulted led us to recognise the importance of the election 
process in understanding changes to Council membership. We therefore carried out an 
analysis of data on Council elections between May 2014 (when ward boundaries were 
redrawn and there was a full Council election) and May 2019, at the time of writing the latest 
Council election. This new material is included in Section 2. 

While the report covers the situation as it applied in 2019/20, we refer, where relevant, to 
important changes that came into being for the 2020/21 year.  

The collection, compilation and analysis of our data ran, intermittently, from September 2019 
to the beginning of October 2020. The timeline for the work is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Timeline for data collection, compilation and analysis, 2019/20 study 

 

The latter part of our research was carried out during a period of momentous change due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic, which saw the introduction of online Council meetings and the 
postponement of elections planned for May 2020. Practices in online meetings have 
potential implications for women’s participation, and we consider these in Sections 3 and 4. 

 

2. Women’s representation on Council and Council 
committees 

2.1 Council membership 
We found limited change in Council membership between 2015/16 and 2019/20. The total 
number of councillors remained the same at 57. There was still a situation of no overall 
control, with Labour retaining 23 seats, the Conservatives dropping from 22 to 19 seats and 
the Liberal Democrats increasing their share from 12 to 15 seatsvi. 

Women’s membership of Council had changed very little – see Table 1. 

Table 1: Council membership by gender 

Year Female Male Total 

2015/16 20 (35%) 37 (65%) 57 

2019/20 21 (37%) 36 (63%) 57 

In 2015/16 women made up 20 of the 57 MK councillors (35%). This was slightly above the 
average for England of 32%. In 2019/20, there were 21 women councillors out of 57 (37%) – 
compared with a national average of 35%. This is not a straightforward increase, however: 
numbers have fluctuated between 20/21 women and 37/36 men in recent years (see further 
details in Table 4c below). Across the Council as a whole the position is more or less static.  

The situation differs strikingly between party political groups. This was something we did not 
examine in 2015/16, but in 2019/20 the differences in party membership we observed in the 
Council chamber seemed strong enough to merit investigation – see Table 2 
  

Sept/Oct 
2019

Nov/Dec 
2019

Jan/Feb 
2020

March/Apr 
2020

May/June 
2020

July/Aug 
2020

Sept/Oct 
2020

Documentary evidence
Meeting observations Oct 23rd Nov 27th Jan 22nd

Council/cttee data
Consultation
Election data
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Table 2: Political group membership by gender 

Year Labour/Labour & Cooperative Conservative Liberal Democrat 

 F M Total F M Total F M Total 

2015/16 7 16 23 10 12 22 3 9 12 

2019/20 12 11 23 4 15 19 5 10 15 

While the number of Labour councillors remained the same, there was a considerable 
increase in female councillors, and a corresponding decrease in male councillors: the number 
of female councillors now slightly exceeded that of male councillors. The pattern was 
reversed in the case of Conservative councillors: there was a dramatic decrease in the 
number of female councillors, and a smaller increase in male councillors. In 2015/16 women 
stood at a little under half of the total, nearly on a par with men, but by 2019/20 they had 
dropped to under a quarter. The proportion of female Liberal Democrat councillors had 
increased to a small extent but female councillors still made up only a third of the total, 
under the average for the Council as a whole. 

Behind Table 2 lie different patterns of gains and losses of female and male councillors over 
time – see Table 3. 

Table 3: Political groups: gains and losses between 2015/16 – 2019/20 

Political group/ 
Gender 

Cllrs in 
2015/16 

Cllrs lost Cllrs retained  Cllrs gained Cllrs in 
2019/20 

Labour women 7 - 3 4 + 8 12 

Labour men 16 - 8 8 + 3 11 

Conservative women 10 - 8 2 + 2 4 

Conservative men 12 - 4 8 + 7 15 

Lib Dem women 3 - 1 2 + 3 5 

Lib Dem men 9 - 2 7 + 3 10 

Table 3 shows the number of women and men in each political group in 2015/16 and 
2019/20, and changes that occurred between these years: the number of councillors lost 
(e.g. because they stood down or were not re-elected); the number retained; and the 
number of new councillors gained. It is clear that patterns differ between political parties: 

• In the Labour group, the numbers of councillors lost or retained were similar, 
proportionately, for women and men. The difference lies in the greater number of 
new female councillors elected. 

• From its initially strong position in 2015/16, the Conservative group has lost many 
more female than male councillors. It has also gained fewer new female councillors to 
replace those it has lost. 

• The Liberal Democrats have done well on retention, proportionately, of both female 
and male councillors. However, if this pattern continues, with the numbers skewed in 
favour of male councillors, it will be difficult to select/elect enough new female 
councillors to redress the imbalance. 

Responses to our consultation draft noted that the loss of female (or male) councillors 
cannot always be prevented: councillors may not be re-elected, or they may stand down for a 
number of reasons: retirement, a change in circumstances, other commitments, possibly 
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unrealistic expectations of the role. We suggest in Section 4 that turnover of councillors 
should be formally monitored, with action taken to address any retention issues, including 
imbalances identified between women and men.  

The election of new female councillors remains of crucial importance in reaching gender 
parity across council. In order to understand more about the patterns in Tables 2 and 3 
above, in particular differences between political parties, we decided to look more closely at 
Council statistics on the selection and election of candidates.vii There are currently 
imbalances in these processes, illustrated in Tables 4a, b and c below. 

Tables 4a, b and c need to be read together. They present part of the backstory to Tables 2 
and 3 above. They show, year by year, the number of female and male candidates selected 
by the three main political parties to stand for election; the number actually elected; and the 
impact of this process on the composition of Council. We take 2014, the year before our 
earlier study, as our base year because ward boundaries were redrawn in this year, giving rise 
to a full Council election. 

Tables 4a and 4b show marked differences between numbers of candidates standing and 
those elected. For instance, in 2014, out of 57 candidates standing, Labour fielded 24 
women: 42%, higher than other parties (Table 4a). However out of the 25 Labour candidates 
elected, only 8, or 32%, were women (Table 4b). By contrast, the Conservatives fielded fewer 
women candidates but proportionately more were elected, putting them on a par with men. 
There is a similar story in 2015: Labour fielded more female than male candidates, but more 
male candidates were elected (though numbers are very small here). The Conservatives 
fielded many fewer female than male candidates but all the women were elected as opposed 
to half of the men.  

From 2016, Labour fielded fewer female than male candidates, but more women began to be 
elected: by 2018 they were on a par with men, and they exceeded men in 2019. There was a 
dramatic reversal for the Conservatives in 2018: out of 20 candidates they fielded only two 
women, who were not elected. Strikingly, then, there were no Conservative female 
councillors elected in 2018. Fewer women than men were elected in 2019. 

Because the number of candidates elected is smaller for the Liberal Democrats, it is harder to 
document reliably relationships between numbers of women standing and those elected. It is 
notable however that no female candidates were elected in 2015 (and only two men); and 
that an increase in women standing in 2018 (approaching parity with men) did not lead to a 
proportional increase in women elected: there was actually a slight proportional decrease.  

Table 4c shows the impact of successive elections on the composition of the Council by 
gender:  

• Numbers of female and male Labour councillors have fluctuated slightly over the 
years. Numbers of women, relative to men, began to increase in 2018, but the big 
change came in 2019, when the number of women councillors exceeded the number 
of men.  

• For the Conservatives, the big decline in numbers of women councillors came in 2018, 
corresponding to the absence of any women elected that year. The situation 
worsened in 2019. 

• The slight increase in female Liberal Democrat councillors between 2015 and 2019 is 
the result of very gradual progress over the years rather than a step change. 
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Table 4: Candidates standing for election and elected to Council by gender and  
political party: May 2014 – May 2019 

4a: Candidates from main political parties standing for election 

Party group 2014 2015 2016 2018 2109 

F M T F M T F M T F M T F M T 

Labour 24 33 57 10 9 19 7 13 20 7 13 20 8 11 19 

Conservative 20 35 55 7 12 19 6 14 20 2 18 20 6 12 18 

Lib Dem 17 40 57 7 12 19 6 14 20 9 11 20 6 13 19 

Total no 61 108 169 24 33 57 19 41 60 18 42 60 20 36 56 

Total % F/M 36% 64%  42% 58%  32% 68%  30% 70%  36% 64%  
Notes 
MK Council elections normally run on a four-year cycle, in which one third of the Council is elected in each of 
three successive years. The fourth year is a fallow year. Exceptionally, 2014 was a full Council election following 
the redrawing of ward boundaries: 57 seats were therefore up for election, but the Conservatives fielded only 
55 candidates. 
2016 and 2018 included wards with two seats vacant: Bletchley East and Newport Pagnell South respectively. 
Each party fielded two candidates in these wards, i.e. 20 candidates in total rather than the usual 19. 
2017 was a fallow year. 
In 2019 a Conservative candidate’s papers were lost so the party was able to field only 18 candidates. 

4b: Candidates elected 

Party group 2014 2015 2016 2018 2019 

F M T F M T F M T F M T F M T 

Labour 8 17 25 1 3 4 4 6 10 4 4 8 4 2 6 

Conservative 9 9 18 7 6 13 2 3 5 0 6 6 3 5 8 

Lib Dem 3 10 13 0 2 2 2 3 5 2 4 6 2 3 5 

UKIP  1 1             

Total no 20 37 57 8 11 19 8 12 20 6 14 20 9 10 19 

Total % F/M 35% 65%  42% 58%  40% 60%  30% 70%  47% 53%  
Note: in 2018 a further male conservative was elected in January, outside of the normal election period, 
replacing a female Conservative councillor who had sadly died.  

4c: Composition of Council following elections 

Party group 2014 2015 2016 2018 2019 

F M T F M T F M T F M T F M T 

Labour 8 17 25 7 16 23  7                                                                                                                                                                                                            15 22 8 13 21 12                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         11 23 

Conservative 9 9 18 10 12 22 10 12 22 8 16 24 4 15 19 

Lib Dem 3 10 13 3 9 12 4 9 13 4 8 12 5 10 15 

UKIP  1 1             

Total no 20 37 57 20 37 57 21 36 57 20 37 57 21 36 57 

Total % F/M 35% 65%  35% 65%  37% 63%  35% 65%  37% 63%  
Notes 
The composition of Council may change during the year. The figures given here are for June 1 in each year, 
shortly after the elections in May. 
It isn’t just election gains that feed into Council numbers: parties may also lose councillors (see Table 3). 
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Ensuring gender balance in the election process has, as its eventual aim, parity in the number 
of women and men elected to Council. As shown in the tables, this does not correspond 
directly to numbers standing. Of relevance also are the wards to which female candidates are 
allocated: these need to include wards in which they stand a chance of winning.  

An examination of seats in safe wards (i.e. wards that, over recent years, have consistently, or 
usually, elected candidates from the same party) illustrates successful examples of new 
female candidates replacing councillors who have stood down. Woughton and Fishermead 
(safe Labour), for instance, began in 2014 with the election of one female and two male 
councillors. In two successive years, 2018 and 2019, male councillors who stood down were 
replaced by successful female candidates. This is now the only ward represented by three 
female councillors. Three wards (Olney, Newport Pagnell North and Hanslope, and 
Wolverton) have all male councillors representing the same political party. 

Other examples in which a new female candidate was selected and elected in a safe ward 
include Newport Pagnell South in 2018 (safe Liberal Democrat); Bletchley East in 2019 (safe 
Labour); Loughton and Shenley in 2019 (a less safe ward but one in which the balance had 
shifted towards the Conservatives). 

There have also, however, been several missed opportunities to increase or even maintain 
the previous number of female councillors. The decrease in Conservative women councillors 
in 2018 and 2019 is associated in part with female councillors who stood down being 
replaced by successful male candidates: for instance, Bletchley Park, Newport Pagnell North 
and Hanslope, and Tattenhoe (all 2019).  

The evidence discussed above has policy implications for the selection and election of 
candidates: 

• Changes in the numbers of female councillors in the Labour and Conservative groups 
have been very recent and rapid, deriving from the last two elections. The increase in 
female Labour councillors is clearly a very welcome development, but has not yet had 
time to bed down. Responses to our consultation draft suggest this is associated with 
stricter application of Labour’s all-women shortlist policy (see further Section 4). The 
situation will clearly need monitoring to ensure the policy produces enduring change. 

• The sudden decline in Conservative female councillors illustrates the precarity of 
gender equity. The number of female Conservative councillors standing down clearly 
posed problems, but the very low number of new female candidates selected/elected 
suggests that this needs to be a major focus of attention. Without definitive action, it 
could take some considerable time to make up the current shortfall. 

• The more gradual change in the Liberal Democrats suggests steady progress. 
However, to achieve significant results in the next few years something more radical 
is needed. 

The responses we have received show that all parties aspire towards greater diversity 
amongst councillors, including a balanced representation of women and men. It is also clear 
that parties do not always find it easy to identify capable new candidates willing to stand. A 
number of factors, from the national political context to local and individual circumstances, 
affect the motivation and the availability of potential candidates. We address these issues in 
Section 4 as part of our discussion of actual and potential strategies that may be adopted to 
increase the numbers of female councillors. 
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2.2 Senior positions on Council 
There was very limited change with respect to senior leadership between 2015/16 and 
2019/20viii. The positions of Mayor (Chair of the Council), Deputy Mayor (Vice-chair of the 
Council), Leader of the Council (Labour), and Liberal Democrat Group Leader were all 
occupied by male councillors in 2015/16, and this remained the case in 2019/20. The female 
leader of the Conservative Group stepped down in 2017 and was replaced by a male 
councillor. The female Deputy Leader of the Council (Labour) remained in post.  

Positive developments since 2015/16 included more women in the Labour Cabinet (rising 
from two out of eight in 2015/16 to five out of nine in 2019/20); a female Deputy Leader of 
the Conservative group (who lost her seat in the 2019 election and was then replaced by a 
male councillor); and a female Liberal Democrat group chair.  

In 2019/20 there was one woman out of seven members of the Conservative Shadow 
Cabinet; and three women out of seven members of the Liberal Democrat Shadow Cabinet 
(we did not collect comparable information in 2015/16 so are unable to measure change in 
these cases).  

We referred in the Introduction to the need to have women in positions of influence to 
ensure that women’s experiences and perspectives are taken into account in policy 
development, planning and resource allocation. Women’s increased membership of Cabinet 
is welcome in this respect, although this is by no means secure: it could be undermined by a 
change in political control of the Council, or choices made by a new Leader within the same 
political party. 

Overall, in 2019/20 leadership within the Council was still dominated by men. In particular it 
is disappointing that there were not more women in senior positions across all parties – not 
only in Cabinet but also taking the lead in holding Cabinet to account. It will be hard to 
improve on this situation without more women being elected to Council in the first place, 
and then growing into more senior positions. 

From May 2020 there have been changes to Cabinet membership, with increasing numbers of 
women members. Currently (October 2020) six out of eight positions are held by women. The 
Conservative Shadow Cabinet announced in May 2020 included two women, one of whom 
was Deputy Leader, and five men; the Liberal Democrats continued with three women 
Shadow Cabinet members, and four men. 

2.3 Committee membership 
In addition to the senior roles mentioned above, in 2019/20 there were 156 seats open for 
appointment on what we are terming the 16 ‘main’, or permanent, committees of the 
Councilix. Strictly speaking, there were 17 committees (see Annex A for the full committee 
structure as it was at the time), but since two of these, the Regulatory and Licensing 
Committees, while remaining legally distinct, have historically had identical membership, we 
have treated them, as we did in 2015/6 as a single committee for appointment purposes.  In 
addition, some committees have associated sub-committees, and there are also short-term 
‘task and finish’ groups, but none of these are formal committees of the Council.  

The normal procedure is for the seats to be filled by nomination of the political group 
leaders, with a view to reaching a political balance that reflects the balance of the Council as 
a whole. We might thus expect to find female councillors outnumbered by men on 
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committees to the extent of about two to one, and this is indeed the case overall. However, 
across our two studies we have found a consistently uneven distribution between the 
different types of committee, and a general under-representation of women in chairing roles.   

In the 2015/16 session, it was not surprising to find that women were more or less 
proportionately represented overall (32%) across the then 14 main committees. However, 
we found that women were over-represented in traditionally ‘female’ areas: Corporate 
Parenting, Health and Adult Social Care, and Health and Wellbeing. Conversely, they were 
under-represented in traditionally ‘male’ areas, namely Audit and Budget Scrutiny.  

By the 2019/20 session, women remained proportionately represented overall (37%) across 
the now 16 main committees (see Table 5 below). All 21 female councillors held at least one 
role on Cabinet or on one of the main committees, with most being members of at least two, 
and a handful being members of three or four. This is a situation which has remained broadly 
unchanged since 2015/16. The majority of male councillors similarly tend to serve on two or 
three main committees. However, a higher proportion of male councillors (a little under a 
third) are members of four or five committees, and in 2019/20 a single male councillor was a 
member of eight.  

Both female and male councillors are invited to express a preference as to which committees 
they would like to serve on. However, the choice is ultimately exercised within each political 
group, which needs to juggle a number of factors to accommodate these preferences, so it is 
consequently not possible to say that the allocation of roles is simply a matter of individual 
choice. Taking account of different levels of existing experience in the area concerned, as 
well as the competing need to divide the available roles equitably across the three political 
parties, it is inevitable that it will not be possible to meet the first preference of all individual 
councillors.  

Councillors’ choice of committees will also be influenced by the frequency of meeting of each 
committee – with 11 of the 16 committees meeting between 3 and 5 times a year, but with 
Development Control and Budget and Resources meeting far more frequently, at 12 and 10 
times a year respectively. 

As in 2015/16, women in 2019/20 were still over-represented in Corporate Parenting, 
Children and Young People, and Health and Adult Social Care. By objective criteria, the Health 
and Adult Social Care Committee plays a prominent role in Council affairs, as it scrutinises 
services which account for 60% of Council spending. However, according to the minutes of 
the committee meeting held on 12 March 2020, it was noted to be ‘a significant area that 
might not be getting the same recognition as other areas’.  

By comparison, women councillors in 2019/20 remained poorly represented on the Audit and 
Regeneration Committees. In some respects the situation had improved slightly, with female 
representation on the Budget and Resources Scrutiny Committee increasing by one member 
to three out of nine. However, in other respects it had worsened: only one of the eleven 
members of the Development Control Committee, seen as particularly powerful, was now 
female, compared with three out of twelve in 2015/16. (We were advised by the Labour 
group that it is an informal policy always to appoint a woman to Development Control and 
the group also seeks gender balance on committees such as Budget Scrutiny and Audit.)  

 

 



 

 14 

Table 5: Gender Composition of MK Council Committees 2019-20  
(in increasing proportion of female membership, with the turquoise bar representing parity with overall female 
membership of Council) 

‘Main’ committees 2019-20 Total F F/party M % F Chair Vice-chairs 

Constitution Commission 3 0  3 0% M (Con) - 

Development Control Cttee 11 1 Lab 10 9% M (Con) 2M  
(Lab, LD) 

Audit Committee 9 2 Lab 7 22% M (LD) 2M  
(Lab, Con) 

Regeneration Scrutiny 
Committee 9 2 Lab 7 22% F (Lab) 2M  

(Con, LD) 

Health & Wellbeing Board 4 1 Lab 3 25% 
Leader ex 

officio - 

Joint Negotiating Committee 
(Employers) 7 2 

1 Lab 
1 LD 5 29% M (Lab) 

1F (LD) 
1M (Con) 

Budget & Resources Scrutiny 
Committee 

9 3 2 Lab  
1 Con  

6 33% M (LD) 1F (Lab) 
1M (Con) 

Strategic Placemaking Scrutiny 
Committee 

9 3 1 Lab 
2 LD 

6 33% M (Con) 1F (LD)  
1M (Lab) 

Community & Housing Scrutiny 
Committee 

9 3 Lab, Con, 
LD 

6 33% F (LD) 1F (Lab)  
1M (Con) 

Regulatory & Licensing 
Committees 15 5 

3 Lab,  
1 Con, 1 LD 10 33% M (Lab) 

1F (Con)  
1M (LD) 

Standards Committee 9 3 
Lab, Con, 

LD 6 33% M (Lab) 
1F (LD)  

1M (Con) 

Scrutiny Management 
Committee 17 6 

3 Lab,  
1 Con, 2 LD 11 35% M (LD) 

2M  
(Lab, Con) 

Appeals Commission 15 7 4 Lab,  
2 Con, 1 LD 8 47% Ad hoc - 

Health & Adult Social Care 
Scrutiny Committee 9 5 

3 Lab,  
1 Con, 1 LD 4 56% F (Con) 

2M 
(Lab, LD) 

Children & Young People 
Scrutiny Committee 13 8 

3 Lab,  
2 Con, 3 LD 5 62% F (LD) 

1F (Lab)  
1M (Con) 

Corporate Parenting Panel 8 5 1 Lab,  
2 Con, 2 LD 

3 63% M (Lab) 2F 
(Con, LD) 

TOTAL NOs 156 56  100  4F 10M 9F 17M 

TOTAL %  
(cf membership of 14 ‘main’ 
committees in 2015/16) 

 
37% 

(32%)  
63% 

(68%)  
 

(4F 9M) 
 

(7F 16M) 

Notes: 
Emboldening indicates a committee for which the chairing role carries a Special Responsibility Allowance. 
In view of the very small numbers involved, the use of percentages to indicate the proportion of women and 
men on individual committees can be misleading in that, on a committee of 9, even one member can make a 
significant impact in percentage terms. However, we found it a useful way of ranking female membership across 
the 16 ‘main’ committees. 
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 Such gendered differences are consistent with national patterns. The 2017 Report of the 
Local Government Commission, Does Local Government Work for Women? iv noted: 

We found that the pattern of women occupying traditionally feminised Cabinet roles, and 
men occupying traditionally masculinised roles, persists.  In England women are significantly 
outnumbered in ‘Transport’ (1:9 women: men ratio), ‘Finance/Resources’ (1:6), 
‘Business/Economic Development’ (1:6), ‘Planning/Regeneration’ (1:4), and 
‘Corporate/Transformation/Policy’ (1:4) – the portfolios that have been previously found to be 
linked with progression to the top. 
(Fawcett/LGIU, 2017: p.47) 

In the absence of personal interviews, we can only speculate on the many possible reasons 
for this disparity between male and female councillors in levels of involvement and in 
committee choices. However, the need to maintain political proportionality and manageable 
workloads are obviously two strong underlying factors. 

On the other hand, it was pointed out to us during our consultations that many of the 
committees are supported by senior women Council officers This is consistent with the fact 
that the local government workforce is predominantly female: according to Fawcett/LGIU 
(2017, p.52), women represent 61% of full-time staff overallx (although the gender 
distribution varies widely between job categories). The role of Council officers was not one 
that we had specifically set out to document but it may be worth exploring further in any 
follow-up study. 

2.4 Committee chairing 
It was in committee chairing that there appeared to be the greatest under-representation of 
female councillors (see Table 5). Of the 16 main committees in 2019/20, there were 
effectively only 13 with a full chairing structure of one chair and two vice-chairsxi. Amongst 
the 14 committees with an appointed chair, the number of women chairs remained at only 
four, an identical figure to 2015/16.  

Looked at from a different angle, four (19%) of the 21 female councillors in 2019/20 held a 
chairing role, compared with ten (28%) of the 36 male councillors, and only two of the four 
chairing roles occupied by women carried a Special Responsibility Allowance, as compared to 
six of the ten committees chaired by male councillors. Moreover, it was pointed out to us 
that the most female dominated committee, the Corporate Parenting Committee, might be 
anomalous in not carrying a Special Responsibility Allowance for the chair. (It happened that 
the chair in 2019/20 was male, but the principle remains.) 

There are, however, also two vice-chairing roles available for each of the 13 committees with 
a full chairing structure, i.e. 26 roles in all. The convention is for these vice-chairing roles to 
be occupied by members of the other two political parties, in order to counterbalance the 
political allegiance of the chair. Gender is, therefore, only one of various characteristics in 
play. In practice, on only seven committees did the vice-chairing team consist of one female 
and one male councillor. The Corporate Parenting Panel was alone in having two female vice-
chairs, and the remaining five committees had two male vice-chairs. Indeed, three 
committees (Audit, Development Control and Scrutiny Management) had an all-male chairing 
team. 
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To some extent, the under-representation of female councillors as committee chairs is 
unavoidable so long as women remain in the minority on the Council as a whole. Political 
groups with a small number of female councillors, or ironically those (such as the current 
Labour group) who have appointed a relatively large number of women to Cabinet positions, 
may be unable to fill as many committee seats as they would wish from amongst their female 
membership and/or individual women may express a preference for or against specific 
committees. Some committees may require particular types of experience or skill that favour 
the appointment of particular councillors, who may disproportionately be male, and 
sometimes the timing/accessibility of committee meetings may impact disproportionately on 
women. Unless women are obliged to hold more seats on committees than their male 
counterparts, it is inevitable that their representation on committees will remain lower, in 
proportion to their membership of the Council as a whole.  

Strategies to support women in progressing to senior roles in committees are considered in 
Section 4. 

3. Women’s participation in Council meetings 
In our earlier study we observed 15 Council meetings over the period July-December 2015. 
These included three full Council meetings in July, September and October, and a range of 
Council committees. In our follow-up study we could not observe such a large number of 
meetings. We decided to observe, once again, 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. Because we began the work later in the year, our timing 
was slightly different: we observed meetings in October and November 2019, and January 
2020. In these meetings we counted speaking contributions made by all councillors, and we 
looked at the nature of these contributions. Our methodology is discussed in  
Annex B. 

3.1 The organisation of discussion in full Council meetings 
In common with other large, formal meetings, discussion in full Council meetings is highly 
regulated. Discussion follows a pre-circulated agenda, and it is managed by the Chair, in this 
case the Mayor. Councillors (and for certain items members of the public) are formally 
invited to speak by the Chair, and they often address the Chair, referring to the person they 
are actually speaking to in the third person, e.g. ‘Thank you Mayor, I have a question for the 
Deputy Leader …’. Councillors may lead on certain items, e.g. presenting a report from 
Cabinet or a committee, or proposing a motion, and summing up after discussion. Any 
councillor may comment on a report or motion. Under ‘Councillors’ questions’ they may also 
ask a question, and up to one supplementary question, of the Leader, a Cabinet Member, the 
Chair of any Committee, or the Leader of a Political Group on the Council (as above, via the 
Chair). The person questioned, or another speaking on their behalf, responds to questions at 
the meeting and/or sometimes in writing. Members of the public may also petition Council, 
or ask a question of a councillor, which requires a response. In order to speak, councillors 
need to adhere to these established conventions. On the very rare occasion when a 
councillor does not do so, this is pointed out by the Chair.  

In this context, while there are opportunities for any councillor to speak, access to discussion 
is not equal. It may take some confidence, particularly for new councillors, to speak in such a 
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formal gathering. In addition, councillors in senior positions (in the meetings we observed, 
particularly the Leader/Deputy Leader and Cabinet members, but also committee chairs, 
political group Leaders and other members of the Conservative and Liberal Democrat 
Shadow Cabinets) have more opportunities and indeed obligations to speak as a function of 
their office. This needs to be borne in mind in interpreting women’s and men’s participation 
in meetings. 

While officers, as well as councillors, are present in full Council meetings they rarely speak to 
Council (more often speaking privately to the chair), and do not affect the gender balance of 
discussion. We therefore focus only on councillors in our analysis below. We do not include 
the Mayor in our totals because of the distinctiveness of his role as chair: for further 
information see Annex B.  

3.2 The detail of women’s and men’s contributions 

Council meetings in 2015  

Across the meetings we observed in 2015, despite variations between committees, overall 
women contributed proportionately less than men to discussion. This general pattern was 
observed in all three full Council meetings. In our 2015/16 report the October meeting was 
used as an illustration: see Figures 1 (a) and (b). 

 

 

  

Figure 1(a) Councillors present by gender  
(October 2015) 

Figure 1(b) Speaking contributions by gender 
(October 2015)  
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Figure 1(c) Individual speaking contributions by gender (October 2015)  

Figure 1(a) shows the percentage of female and male councillors present at the meeting, and 
Figure 1(b) their percentage contributions to discussion. If women spoke in proportion to 
their numbers present, we would expect these two figures to be the same. It is clear, 
however, that women’s contributions were much lower (a difference of 14 percentage 
points): they were considerably under-represented in Council discussion. 

Figure 1(c) provides further detail, identifying the number of contributions made by 
individual councillors: 

• Around half of the councillors present did not speak at all, and this figure is the same 
for women and men (8/16 women, 16/33 men). 

• The major difference is that those women who spoke tended to make a small number 
of contributions – most made just one contribution each. 

• There was a greater variation in the number of spoken contributions made by men, 
with one making six and another seven.  

• The outlier, with 13 contributions, was the male Leader of the Council. 

Council meetings in 2019/20 

While our earlier study found similar gendered patterns across the three full Council 
meetings observed, the situation was much less clear-cut in 2019/20, with considerable 
variation in women’s and men’s contributions across the three meetings. Figures 2-4 show 
the percentages of female and male councillors present in October 2019, November 2019 
and January 2020; their percentage contributions to discussion; and contributions by 
individual councillors. 
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Figure 2(a) Councillors present by gender  
(October 2019) 

Figure 2(b) Speaking contributions by gender  
(October 2019) 

 

 

Figure 2(c) Individual contributions by gender (October 2019) 
There is in addition one male spoken contribution that could not be attributed to a particular councillor. 

Figures 2(a) and 2(b) show a dramatic increase in spoken contributions made by female 
councillors since our observations in 2015. While they spoke less than their male 
counterparts in absolute terms, when account is taken of their numbers they spoke 
proportionately more, by 7 percentage points. 

Figure 2(c), looking at individual speaking contributions, shows: 

• A little under half the councillors present made no contribution at the meeting. 
Proportionately more women spoke than men. 

• Most of those who spoke, women and men, made a small number of contributions. 
• However, some individual women also made higher numbers of contributions than in 

2015, with two making six contributions each. 
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In interpreting this finding we took account of political groups and the roles occupied by 
speakers. We mentioned above, in Section 2, the larger number of women Labour councillors 
in 2019, and the fact that this is reflected in Cabinet membership (a Labour Cabinet, as 
Labour is the largest party). At the October 2019 meeting, the (male) Leader was absent and 
his place was taken by the (female) Deputy leader. All five female Cabinet members were 
present, and just two of the four male Cabinet members.  

With the exception of one of the men, all Cabinet members spoke during the meeting. The 
Deputy Leader, and another female Cabinet member, were the ones who made six 
contributions each. Another female Cabinet member made four. The male Cabinet member 
made seven contributions. Others who spoke at the meeting included women and men 
across political groups. In particular, several Conservative men spoke, but made only one to 
three contributions each. Higher numbers of individual contributions were associated with 
Cabinet membership. This gave women a greater opportunity to speak in role, in this case 
responding to a petition from a member of the public and to several councillors’ questions. 

We turned back to compare this with our analysis in 2015. Our earlier analysis had been less 
detailed but we did note the extremely high number of contributions made by the Leader, 
and the minutes of the meeting indicate Cabinet members received several questions from 
members of the public and presented important Cabinet reports with their associated 
questions. In that meeting, however, the Leader and most Cabinet members were male. A 
senior female councillor, the Leader of the Conservative group, was absent from the meeting. 

Our results in November 2019 were less positive than in October 2019 with respect to the 
percentage of women’s contributions, as shown in Figures 3(a), (b) and (c). 

 

  

Figure 3(a) Councillors present by gender  
(November 2019) 

Figure 3(b) Speaking contributions by gender 
(November 2019) 
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Figure 3(c) Individual contributions by gender (November 2019) 

Figures 3(a) and 3(b) show that in the November 2019 meeting women councillors spoke, in 
proportion to their numbers, a little less than men, by 5 percentage points.  

On the detail of individual contributions, Figure 3(c) shows: 

• Fewer individual councillors spoke than at the October meeting, with two thirds of 
female councillors making no contribution as against half of the male councillors.  

• Of those who spoke at the meeting there is a cluster making a small number of 
contributions.  

• There are four outliers: the female Deputy Leader, standing in once more for the 
Leader, made 11 contributions, but this was not enough to outweigh large numbers 
of contributions from male councillors. One male Cabinet member made 10 
contributions, another made eight. A male member of the Conservative Shadow 
Cabinet also made eight contributions. 

Again, speaking contributions can be related to roles and responsibilities. The Cabinet 
member who made 10 contributions was responding to questions from members of the 
public on a controversial regeneration scheme. Cabinet members often responded to 
councillors’ questions. Such questions came more frequently from Conservative and Liberal 
Democrat Shadow Cabinet members (mainly male), who also, more consistently, asked 
supplementary questions. 

Several contributions from male councillors related to a motion put by a male Conservative 
councillor in connection with a planning application that concerned his ward. As this called 
upon Council to rescind a committee decision, it proved controversial. The Conservative 
Shadow Cabinet member who made eight contributions also represented this ward and 
contributed to discussion, including proposing an amendment. A male Cabinet member 
justified the original decision, which was also supported by a male Liberal Democrat Shadow 
Cabinet member. No female councillors took part in the discussion, perhaps because those 
present had no association with the ward in question (represented by three male 
councillors), and no responsibility or interest in an area related to the motion.  
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Figure 4(a) Councillors present by gender  
(January 2020) 

Figure 4(b) Speaking contributions by gender 
(January 2020) 

 

 

Figure 4(c) Individual contributions by gender (January 2020) 
There is in addition one female and one male speaking contribution that could not be attributed to  
a particular councillor. 

The January 2020 meeting was shorter than earlier meetings, at a little over an hour, and 
there was therefore less discussion overall. Figures 4(a) and 4(b) show that the percentage of 
women’s contributions has plummeted – they spoke proportionately less than men by 17 
percentage points, a greater difference than in October 2015.  

The pattern of individual contributions in Figure 4(c) is quite striking: 

• A large majority of female councillors (over two thirds) made no speaking 
contribution at all to the meeting. Just under half of the men made no contribution.  

• Most women who spoke made only a single contribution; only one, a female cabinet 
member, spoke more often.  

• Several men made higher numbers of contributions. 
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A motion from a male Liberal Democrat member on access to public spaces, particularly for 
those who rely on mobility aids, received wide support across parties and from both women 
and men, some of whom drew on personal experience.  

There was only one question from a member of the public in this meeting (to a male Cabinet 
member). Male councillors presented a recommendation from Cabinet and from the 
Constitution Commission (adjourned without discussion). A distinctive feature of this meeting 
was that it was the first after the General Election in December 2019, which gave rise to an 
acrimonious exchange between a male Labour councillor and the male Leader of the 
Conservative group. 

A major difference between this and previous meetings was the return of the male Leader of 
the Council. Several councillors’ questions were addressed to the Leader, including 
challenges from a male Conservative Shadow Cabinet member and the Leader of the 
Conservative Group. The Leader made seven contributions to discussion, the female Deputy 
Leader made none. Given the large number of contributions made by the Leader (or, in his 
absence, the Deputy Leader) in all meetings observed, this switch in leadership is a major 
factor in accounting for women’s reduced participation in discussion. 

3.3 Patterns across meetings  
In the meetings discussed above, councillors contributed to discussion and debate for a 
range of reasons, including the representation of their ward and their personal interests. This 
can, to some extent, account for patterns of participation that differ between meetings. 
Seniority is also important, however, and the relatively low number of contributions by 
women in most meetings needs to be interpreted partly in this light. Councillors in senior 
positions tended to contribute more within each meeting, including in relation to their areas 
of responsibility. When we compared our observations in October 2019, November 2019 and 
January 2020 we found those in senior positions often made greater numbers of 
contributions cumulatively across two or three meetings. This greater visibility was 
associated, particularly, with Cabinet and with Conservative and Liberal Democrat Shadow 
Cabinet membership and therefore, across the Council as a whole, with men. 

All three meetings were sympathetically chaired by the Mayor, setting a good-natured tone 
for the conduct of the debate, which was in large part adhered to. There were no challenges 
to the Mayor’s authority. Humour, often subtle, was prevalent in the meetings – e.g. an ironic 
reflection, a wry comment. On rare occasions discussion became more acerbic. We 
mentioned above antagonistic behaviour at the January meeting in the wake of the general 
election. This was not a routine feature of meetings, but when it did happen it came from 
men and was usually between men. It may be perceived simply as ‘banter’, but may also have 
a more serious edge. It may be accepted as part of the ‘cut and thrust’ of debate, but may 
also be a serious deterrent to new councillors who have not hitherto been part of this 
culture, or indeed to anyone, female or male, who does not feel comfortable with such 
confrontational styles.  

Council plays a vital role in policy development and scrutiny and it is important that women 
are actively involved in this on a par with men. Our findings, however, show that debate in 
Council meetings is unbalanced in this respect. In summary: 

• We compared the percentage contributions to discussion by female and male 
councillors, with the percentage of female and male councillors present at meetings, 
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and found differences between meetings in this respect. October 2015 and January 
2020 had disproportionately low levels of contribution from female councillors. This 
occurred to a lesser extent in November 2019. In October 2019, women spoke 
proportionately more than men. 

• Many individual councillors did not speak at all at meetings: generally, just under or 
over half made no contributions, though this went up to two thirds of female 
councillors in November 2019 and January 2020. 

• A range of factors may explain differences in levels of contribution, including agenda 
items relating to particular wards and to councillors’ personal interests. We suggest, 
however, that seniority is also important. Those in senior roles, including Cabinet and 
Shadow Cabinet members, have greater opportunities and in fact obligations to 
speak. And, across the Council as a whole, more of those in senior roles are men. 

• A particularly striking illustration relates to the Leader of the Council, who generally 
makes a large number of contributions. The female Deputy Leader stood in for the 
male Leader in October and November 2019, thus increasing the level of female 
contributions. Also in October 2019, more female than male Cabinet members were 
present at the meeting, and all of them spoke, further increasing the level of female 
contributions in that meeting. 

• Those in senior positions also tend to make a greater number of contributions 
cumulatively, across meetings. 

• Confrontational behaviour was not common in meetings, but when this occurred it 
involved men rather than women. We have suggested this may be a deterrent to 
councillors uncomfortable with such behaviour. 

While it is gratifying to see that women Cabinet members often play a prominent role in 
Council meetings, in order to ensure more widespread and consistent representation of 
women’s voices, including amongst those who hold Cabinet to account, we need to see more 
women councillors across the whole of Council, including in senior positions. 

Council is also a highly public forum, where members of the public can listen to debate and 
question councillors. A press correspondent reports on meetings. In this context it is 
important that discussion remains measured, and respectful.  

It’s also important that women are visible in public debate, to make it clear that their views 
are valued and to further encourage participation from women. In this respect, Council 
actually looks more male dominated than our analyses suggest. Our analyses of women’s and 
men’s contributions in percentage terms allows for the fact that there are fewer women 
present than men. But observers simply see the smaller numbers of women, and hear many 
fewer women’s voices. Furthermore, because of the Mayor’s politically neutral stance as 
Chair of the meeting, and the fact that he does not take part in debate, we have not counted 
his contributions (see Annex B). He is however highly prominent during meetings, amplifying 
perceptions of male authority in terms of voice and seniority. 

At the time of writing, because of the Covid-19 pandemic, Council meetings are being held 
online. At full Council meetings officers, the Mayor and Deputy Mayor, Council Leader and 
Leaders of other party groups (or a representative) are present in the chamber, with other 
Council members and members of the public contributing virtually. Meetings are live 
streamed and recordings are available.  At the September 2020 meeting Council supported a 
motion to continue this process ‘where appropriate, alongside the option to physically attend, 
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where legislation and guidance allows’. Arguments in favour of retaining the option of online 
meetings included increasing accessibility for councillors and members of the public; and 
potentially encouraging a wider range of people to stand as candidates for election, including 
parents and young people. A female councillor commented that she felt more confident to 
contribute to debate in this format. A concern was, however, raised that virtual meetings 
might lose some of the robust debate and scrutiny that are seen to be an essential part of our 
democratic process. The situation clearly needs to be monitored over time. In Section 4 we 
consider further the option of online meeting attendance. 

4. Conclusion and recommendations  
The overall conclusion from our study of Milton Keynes Council in 2019/20 is that, despite 
some encouraging developments since our previous study in 2015/16, and some promising 
opportunities opened up by the Covid 19 pandemic, there have also been setbacks and 
warning signs. Women’s voices are still under-represented in the Council chamber and 
unevenly represented across the committees. The proportion of women elected as 
councillors reflects the policies and practices of political parties (such as the Labour Party’s 
policy on all women shortlists, or more informal practices such as nurturing new and aspiring 
candidates) and is therefore vulnerable to the fluctuating fortunes of particular parties and to 
the skills and goodwill of individuals. The proportion of women serving as chairs of 
committees is a reflection in part of the number of women on Council but also reflects the 
demands of the workload associated with the role, as well as a continuing pattern of women 
occupying traditionally feminised roles. 

We conclude this report with 15 recommendations. These arise primarily from our empirical 
data, as well as consultations with Council officers, political groups on Council and local 
political parties. They are also underpinned by the valuable work at national level of the 2017 
Local Government Commission, led by the Fawcett Society in partnership with the Local 
Government Information Unit (henceforth Fawcett/LGIU (2017) iv).   

Our recommendations identify opportunities to achieve greater diversity of democratic 
representation in Milton Keynes, following the hypothetical timeline of an individual 
woman’s engagement with the process of becoming and progressing as a local councillor. 
Thus we focus on measures to attract and select, empower, promote and retain female 
councillors. This includes women in all their diversity. (Indeed most of the proposed 
measures will also benefit men from under-represented groups.) Most of the measures will 
impact across more than one stage in a councillor’s trajectory, but for convenience we treat 
them discretely under the most relevant heading.  

4.1 Identification and selection of potential female candidates 
As the figures for Council membership in Section 2 show, women continue to be under-
represented on Council, although the bald figures obscure differences between parties, and 
the rapidity with which changes may occur. The recent decline in the number of Conservative 
women councillors illustrates the potential instability of gender equity. The challenge is to 
understand how we can achieve enduring change and ensure that a diverse range of women 
gain a voice in local government. 

All parties assert their commitment to diversity, but active measures are needed to attract a 
broader pool of candidates and ensure the selection and election of a balance of effective 
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female and male councillors. It is clear that there will not be more women in the Council 
chamber over the long term until more women are selected to contest seats in ‘safe’, or at 
least winnable, wards across all parties. This might entail targeted strategies such as quotas 
or all-women shortlists, as currently in use in the Labour party and, to a lesser extent, the 
Liberal Democrats. But such measures alone will not create a pool of aspiring female 
candidates unless steps are also taken to attract a diverse range of women to the role in the 
first place, and unless those women feel able to make a useful contribution that is respected 
in their community.  

Neither of our studies (2015/16 or 2019/20) has explored in depth the many reasons why 
women may not be coming forward in larger numbers to serve on MK Council. Factors 
mentioned by those who responded to the consultation draft of this paper included the 
workload involved, the timing and location of Council meetings, and concern about online 
abuse.  Perhaps most important of all, if the demands of Council work are not ‘family 
friendly’, there will inevitably be a disproportionate impact on the number of women with 
caring responsibilities in addition to paid work who are in a position to put themselves 
forward for election.  

The recommendations that follow vary in terms of their cost and/or staffing implications: 
some will entail a commitment of both staffing resource and technical infrastructure on the 
part of MK Council; at the opposite extreme, others are primarily a matter of effecting policy 
and culture change, so the commitment will be one of time and intent. 

 

Recommendation 1: Conduct a regular diversity audit of Council membership 

Action: Council, Council officers and political groups 

As a first step towards achieving a representation that reflects the diversity of the 
community, Fawcett/LGIU (2017) supports the idea of a diversity audit, including regular 
monitoring of the number and diversity of female councillors. This is similar to that which is 
now expected for council services under the terms of the Public Sector Equality Dutyxii. It is 
not without its challenges since, in order to be sufficiently nuanced to capture intersectional 
identities, it is vital to be able to scrutinise data on gender in association with data on 
ethnicity, disability and other protected categories. (See MK Fawcett Discussion Paper 1xiii for 
a discussion of the value of disaggregated data.) The Local Government Association provide 
tools for benchmarking local data against other similar authoritiesxiv.  

A regular diversity audit requires both technical resourcing and a commitment to scrutinise 
and act on the data collected. It is important that political groups should engage with the 
findings and that Council should have an opportunity to debate them.  

 

Recommendation 2: Raise the profile of local government and the work of councillors 

Action: Council officers, local political parties and parish councils 

It was pointed out to us that most residents are unaware of the work of the local Council 
until something goes wrong. Clearly there is work to be done in making the work of local 
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government better known, along with the structures of local democracy which hold it 
accountable.  

One valuable initiative, for which there is already support in principle within the Council, is 
National Democracy Weekxv, which provides scope in particular for a programme of civic 
education in secondary schools. Milton Keynes also has an active youth parliament, which 
attracts committed young people who could be the local politicians of the future.  

There is scope for raising the profile of town and parish councils, where some positions 
regularly remain vacant. Service in local town and parish councils, valuable in itself, may also 
provide encouragement to people to stand as candidates in MK Council elections. Although 
local political parties are active in encouraging potential candidates, service at the town and 
parish level is always nominally undertaken in an independent capacity. It is not widely 
recognised and advertised that the option of independent candidacy is open at all levels of 
service, and it may attract a different group of people to get involvedxvi. 

In terms of attracting more women to consider putting themselves forward as councillors, 
Fawcett/LGIU (2017) recommends that existing women councillors  ‘talk frankly about their 
experiences and how they overcame any problems’ (p.28). A number of local female 
councillors in Milton Keynes have indeed taken part in events to inspire other women to join 
them, in one case under the auspices of the The Parliament Project xvii, and several of our 
respondents mentioned their value. Such events clearly deserve continuing support and 
encouragement. 

 

Recommendation 3: Provide an enhanced package of support to all aspiring candidates 

Action: Council officers and local political parties 

MK Council provides basic information on its website on how to become a councillor and on 
the role of a councillorxviii. However, this is limited to legal conditions and administrative 
guidelines and there are no links to sources of personal help and support.  The site would 
benefit from refreshment, which would entail both technical and administrative input. 

A representative of one smaller party that recently fielded candidates pointed out that they 
would have appreciated more support from the Council’s Democratic Services team, for 
example in accessing up to date electoral registers. Election briefing meetings were also held 
during working hours, without an alternative online option, which made it impossible for 
them to take advantage of these. 

Importantly, several of our respondents reminded us that standing for election is a costly and 
time-consuming process and the lack of financial support may put people off. Even where 
party political training is availablexix, there may be a cost to candidates. In addition to a more 
user-friendly public interface, the price of achieving more diverse representation may be the 
provision of financial support for those who need it in order to cover legitimate expenses. 
This is an issue worthy of further debate within political parties in the interests of attracting a 
wider pool of potential candidates. 
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Recommendation 4: Establish a gender-aware strategy across wards for selecting and 
electing candidates, and monitor its effectiveness 

Action: local political parties 

All three political parties represented on MK Council state that they are striving to be 
representative of the communities they serve, and all have national organisations concerned 
with diversity that offer support to women who want to engage in political activityxx. In 
addition, the local Liberal Democrats have a Diversity Officer and the local Labour Party have 
a dedicated Women’s Officer post; the Conservatives have identified promoting diversity as 
one of their priorities for this year. Despite this, however, all local parties (including those not 
represented on the Council) experience difficulty in attracting a diverse range of people to 
stand as councillors, including more women. We recommend that all local parties should 
develop a coherent strategy across wards to ensure a gender-balanced selection of effective 
candidates, including in safe and winnable wards 

One such strategy is the Labour party policy on all-women shortlists (AWS) in certain wards. 
AWS clearly did not prevent the election of low numbers of women in 2014 and 2015 (see 
Section 2), but we understand that in recent years the local party employed a stricter 
implementation of the rules. This may explain the higher numbers of women elected from 
2016. Responses to our consultation suggest that AWS is seen as having been particularly 
beneficial.  

Fawcett/LGIU (2017) recommends the adoption of targets or quotas to ensure a gender 
balance in the selection of candidates, alongside reaching out into the community, on the 
grounds that a target or quota system needs to be ‘supported by a culture that identifies 
local women who could stand, and supports them to progress to candidacy’ (p.26). This 
appears to be the strategy currently adopted by the MK Liberal Democrats, who declared 
that in 2019 they fielded almost one third female candidates across Milton Keynes, including 
half of their candidates in what they had identified as more winnable wards. The 
Conservatives do not have a formal quota system, but responses to our consultation draft 
suggest the local party is concerned about the current low number of female councillors, and 
that there is a drive to get more women to stand as candidates.  

Clearly any strategies, whether formal and informal, need to be regularly monitored and 
further developed as necessary. 

 

Recommendation 5: Consider the possibility of time-limited tenures for councillors  

Action: Council and local political parties 

In order to generate a greater turnover of seats, Fawcett/LGUI (2017) has suggested a limit of 
four terms, ie 16 years, with the option of re-entry after one term out. We recommend that 
the Council, as well as individual political parties, seriously consider the pros and cons of 
adopting this policy. It would need to be discussed in the context of a potential increase in 
the professional image of the councillor role (see Recommendation 15). 
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4.2 Enabling all new councillors to contribute more effectively to the work of 
the Council 
As we observed in Section 3, Council meetings include a range of specialised cultural 
practices, some of which may serve to marginalise and disempower new councillors 
unfamiliar with these. We noted that, in full Council meetings, large numbers of councillors, 
both women and men, do not speak at all, and that debates are often dominated by those in 
‘senior’ roles. We also noted in Section 2 that, with some notable exceptions, women have 
been less likely to progress to the kinds of senior roles such as Shadow Cabinet membership 
or committee chairing that would give them a more authoritative platform from which to 
speak. 

 

Recommendation 6: Ensure that appropriate induction, training and mentoring schemes are 
in place and functioning effectively 

Action: Council officers and political groups 

New councillors, whether female or male, are entering what may be an unfamiliar culture. 
Induction, training and mentoring increase confidence and effectiveness, and, in the longer 
term, may assist in retention and promotion to more senior roles.   

MK Council offers an annual training programme, overseen by a Councillor Training Group on 
which each political group is represented. In order to gauge the take-up and value of such 
provision, regular monitoring and evaluation of the programme is needed. 

Fawcett/LGIU (2017) urges that every new councillor, and especially every new female 
councillor, is also proactively offered support from an experienced mentor as soon as they 
take up their role. In Milton Keynes, we have been assured that this is happening across all 
party groups. In the case of the Liberal Democrats, generic support is provided to all new 
councillors.  In the case of Labour, the support is specifically targetted at women through 
group mentorship schemes, as well as identifying training opportunities both internally and 
externally. A respondent from the Conservative group told us that all new councillors get a 
mentor and that female members of the group are offered substantial support. 

During the course of our research, we have become aware of initiatives elsewhere, including 
the competency matrix developed by Dorset Councilxxi , which could help MK Council develop 
its training provision, as well as helping to structure discussions between new councillors and 
their mentors around what is involved in being an ‘effective’ member of Council.  

 

Recommendation 7: Foster an internal culture that challenges discriminatory behaviour 

Action: Council officers and political groups 

We referred in Section 3 to the kind of ‘banter’ that can come from male councillors in 
course of debate. But our respondents mentioned that there are various more subtle ways in 
which sexist assumptions can permeate institutional practice. 

The Council needs to foster an internal culture that does not tolerate sexist or other 
behaviour which discriminates against councillors on account of their gender or other 
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protected characteristics. This should certainly begin from a policy against discrimination and 
harassment but needs to go beyond this to a clear mechanism for addressing complaints and 
a commitment to review and learn from the related data. For a fuller discussion of all these 
issues, we highly recommend the toolkit ‘Twenty-first Century Councils’ developed by the 
Fawcett Society in collaboration with the Local Government Associationxxii.  

Party groups need to foster a climate where it is possible for any member to challenge 
behaviour on their own benches that falls outside the acceptable conventions of professional 
conduct. In order for individual members to feel empowered and supported in making such 
challenges, it is important for each party group to nominate a senior member of their group 
who will act as the first reporting line. This responsibility could fall to the group leader or 
deputy, or to the relevant Women’s or Diversity Officer, but it could equally be an 
independent role. 

 

Recommendation 8: Take ongoing action to give women greater voice in Council meetings 

Action: Political groups 

We noted in Section 3 that, while antagonistic behaviour was rare in Council meetings, when 
this occurred it involved male speakers. It may be seen simply as ‘banter’ between councillors 
with a long experience of the Council chamber, but may also be seriously excluding of 
newcomers, especially women, used to different styles of debate and more consensual 
decision-making. 

Council officers and political party groups need to be mindful of the culture of Council 
meetings in offering relevant support to all those who need to increase their confidence and 
skills in order to carry out what may be unfamiliar roles and responsibilities within a formal 
meeting structure, and ultimately to be in a position to challenge the conventions. This could 
form part of the remit of mentors (see Recommendation 6). 

We understand all party groups hold preparatory meetings before full Council meetings. 
These provide an opportunity to encourage less experienced colleagues to make points on 
behalf of the group, gaining experience of debate and raising their profile. However, it needs 
to be recognised that it may take time for newly appointed councillors to develop these skills, 
and that any move to empower less experienced members of necessity entails a somewhat 
less prominent role for some more senior councillors.  

 

Recommendation 9: Lobby central government to retain the option of online attendance at 
all Council meetings 

Action: Council officers, political groups and local political parties 

An unplanned benefit of the Covid 19 pandemic was the option of holding online Council 
meetings, available for live or subsequent public viewing via YouTube. This only became 
possible via a temporary suspension of national regulations for local government, which 
normally require a minimum level of physical attendance as a condition of continuing 
appointment as a councillor.  
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All of our respondents, both councillors and officers, warmly welcomed this development 
and expressed support for its continuation. As well as issues of accessibility for councillors 
with disabilities or caring responsibilities (which still fall disproportionately on the shoulders 
of women), it was mentioned that it had made speaking at meetings easier for many less 
experienced councillors.  

We noted in Section 3 that Council has now approved a motion that would allow online 
attendance at meetings to continue, where appropriate. However, in order to allow 
unbroken access to this option, it may be necessary to exert pressure on central government 
to enact a permanent change in the law regarding evidence of attendance. It was also 
pointed out to us by Council officers that the embedding of the practice will require 
resourcing, both human and technical.  

4.3 Supporting female councillors to commit to the role in the longer term 
and progress to senior positions 
We noted in Sections 2 and 3 that, in order for more female voices to be heard on Council, 
more women are needed in senior positions and positions of responsibility across all parties, 
including Shadow Cabinet membership, Leader and Deputy Leader roles and the chairing and 
vice-chairing of specialist committees. There are examples of good practice, but the pattern 
of women’s appointment is still uneven. To some extent this is dependent on the election of 
more women to council in the first place but also on their retention, with the opportunity to 
broaden their experience and progress to senior positions. 

The Council offers regular training programmes for all councillors interested in taking on a 
chairing role or in refreshing their skills. Specific training is offered in chairing both face-to-
face and online meetings. However, this in itself does not create viable opportunities for 
women to serve in these roles. 

Furthermore, it is acknowledged that a significant shadowing and mentoring scheme had to 
be withdrawn a few years ago under a restructuring scheme and that, due to tightened 
resources, chairing opportunities on Task and Finish groups have reduced. 

 

Recommendation 10: Extend the availability of shadowing opportunities 

Action: Council officers and political groups 

Until such time as there is an equal gender division of labour across the Council committees, 
what might reasonably be addressed is the informal extension of women’s experience across 
the full range of committee work. This includes offering shadowing roles where desired – 
especially on what are often perceived as the more ‘powerful’ committees such as 
Development Control. However, the take-up of such options depends on both parties to the 
shadowing arrangement having the spare capacity, and all indications are that most 
councillors are working to their limits.  

As an alternative to shadowing, the current access to video or audio recorded meetings (see 
Recommendation 9) provides a valuable resource for any aspiring female councillor to 
familiarise herself with the remit and operating conventions of any committee.  
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The introduction of two deputy chairing roles for most of the main committees has also 
opened up the scope for some less experienced councillors to develop their portfolio in less 
familiar areas, working alongside others (albeit members of other parties) with possibly 
greater experience. 

 

Recommendation 11: Enable formal job sharing of senior roles where desired 

Action: Council, Council officers and political groups 

To our knowledge, at least three local authorities (namely Brighton & Hove, Bristol and 
Swansea) have formally approved job shares at Cabinet level, with consequent sharing of the 
Special Responsibility Allowance (SRA). This could be extended to committee chairing roles 
with SRA. 

 

Recommendation 12: Extend the remit of the SRA scheme  

Action: Council and Council officers 

The lack of Special Responsibility Allowance for the chair of the Corporate Parenting Panel 
appears to be an anomaly, and we recommend that the decision be reviewed. 

Fawcett/LGIU (2017) has argued that the SRA scheme should be extended to encompass 
additional allowances for parental leave and caring responsibilities, in order to widen the 
pool of people able to take on senior roles, and enable more women to consider them. We 
recommend that Council review this possibility. 

 

Recommendation 13: Embed the practice of exit interviews  

Action: Council officers and political groups 

We were informed that the Council’s Chief Executives have always tended to conduct exit 
interviews, but these have not been standard practice on the part of the individual parties.  

We recommend that exit interviews become routine practice on the part of political groups. 
We also recommend that reasons for resignation be anonymously recorded and aggregated 
as part of a general commitment to promoting diversity and inclusion, and that action be 
taken to address any retention issues. 

In addition to the annual audit of Council members advocated as Recommendation 1, 
turnover of councillors should be monitored by Council officers, with a view to identifying any 
imbalances between the retention of women and men, in interaction with other protected 
categories. As with other kinds of audit, this would require a commitment of technical and 
administrative support, as well as a commitment to act on the findings. 
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4.4 Broader issues affecting the councillor role 
 

Recommendation 14: Take steps to tackle verbal abuse and harassment 

Action: Council officers, political groups and local political parties 

Our study was not interview-based and the issue of verbal abuse and harassment (whether 
online or offline) was not one that we specifically set out to investigate. We have been aware 
during the course of our research of the impact of abusive comments directed towards local 
female councillors in social media and letters to the local press. At national level, the Fawcett 
Society have told us that the fear of online abuse and misogyny is keeping women out of 
politics. 

Fawcett/LGIU (2017) urges that ‘Local authorities should work with local police forces to 
ensure that women council candidates understand the legal protection available against 
online and offline abuse and harassment, and that they can quickly report it in the knowledge 
that they will be taken seriously’ (p.7).  

Training on digital self-defence and self-care for politically active women is also available via 
Glitchxxiii (who are a Fawcett Equal Power partner).  

As with experiences of discriminatory behaviour within Council (see Recommendation 7), it is 
important that political parties acknowledge this issue and identify a senior individual to 
provide the necessary counselling support to any victims, whether they be serving councillors 
or candidates.  (This might be the same person identified as first source of support under 
Recommendation 7.)  

 

Recommendation 15: Lobby central government to re-establish councillors’ pre-2014 access 
to the Local Government Pension Scheme 

Action: Council officers, political groups and local political parties 

During the course of our research, many respondents have emphasized the very demanding 
nature of the work of a local councillor. Following Fawcett/LGIU (2017), we suggest that this 
role might need to be reconceived, like that of MP, as a pensionable job, as it used to be for a 
brief period at the beginning of this century in England and still is in Scotland.xxiv  According to 
Fawcett/LGIU (2017), councillors were given access to the Local Government Pension 
Scheme in 2001, a privilege which was then rescinded in 2014, with the Minister at the time 
stating that ‘civic duty cannot be bought’ (p.39)xxv.  

Given the heavy burden placed upon the local councillor, how appropriate is it that this 
should remain essentially a voluntary role? If the status of public service at local level is to 
approximate that at national level, it should not be the privilege of the already employed 
and/or those with adequate financial support. At the very least, entitlements such as parental 
leave, allowances, pensions etc should approximate those available to Council employees.  

We recommend that both Council and political parties raise this important principle again 
with central government.  
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4.5 Looking ahead 
One possible benefit to come out of the Covid-19 pandemic has been an increased public 
awareness of the role of local government, and this therefore represents a pivotal moment 
for a re-evaluation of the role and status of the local council. We need to continually ask how 
far our local councils truly reflect the communities they serve, and how far they are fit for 
purpose in the 21st century.   

We hope that this paper will stimulate cross-party discussion as to how MK Council might 
address the issues raised. The MK Fawcett group would welcome the opportunity to discuss 
and develop our recommendations further with Council staff and members, as well as with 
local political parties. 

Looking further ahead, we are interested in continuing our monitoring of local elections, as 
we see these as fundamental in increasing women’s participation in all the areas we discuss. 
We would be interested in learning more from female councillors, past and present, about 
their experiences of serving on MK Council.  

We would also welcome the opportunity to discuss broader issues around promoting greater 
participative democracy. Some other local authorities have tried novel approaches to 
diversifying their public engagement, such as Manchester’s Women and Girls’ Equality Panel 

xxvi, which holds the combined authority accountable on gender equality and creates a 
strategy for women and girls across Greater Manchester. We would commend this to MK 
Council as an example of good practice. 
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Notes 
 
i The Equality Act 2010 protects the rights of groups of individuals under the ‘protected characteristics’ of age, 
disability, gender reassignment, race, religion or belief, sex, sexual orientation, marriage and civil partnership, 
and pregnancy and maternity. Most individuals will of course identify with more than one of these 
characteristics.  

ii See for example Caroline Criado Perez (2019) Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for 
Men. London: Chatto & Windus, pp. 316-318. 

iii For instance: Cristina Díaz-García, Angela González-Moreno & Francisco Jose Sáez-Martínez (2013) ‘Gender 
diversity within R&D teams: Its impact on radicalness of innovation,’ Innovation: Organisation and Management 
Vol 15(2), pp. 149-160. And Vivian Hunt, Dennis Layton, Sara Prince (2015) Diversity Matters, McKinsey & 
Company. 

iv Fawcett Society and the Local Government Information Unit (2017) Does Local Government Work For 
Women? – final report of the Local Government Commission https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/does-local-
government-work-for-women-final-report-of-the-local-government-commission.  

v https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/equal-power.  

vi Data on Council membership by ward and party, and in successive years, comes from MK Council: 
https://milton-keynes.cmis.uk.com/milton-keynes/Councillors/tabid/63/ScreenMode/Ward/Default.aspx.  

vii Data on candidates selected by political parties, and candidates elected, comes from MK Council: 
https://www.milton-keynes.gov.uk/your-council-and-elections/elections-and-register-to-vote/elections/past-
elections. This gives information on candidates from all parties, and independent candidates. As our current 
interest is in the composition of Council, we have tabulated results for the three main political parties. With one 
exception, all candidates elected come from one of these parties.   

viii Information on senior positions on Council came initially from our observations. Current Cabinet 
membership and portfolios are available from MK Council: https://milton-keynes.cmis.uk.com/milton-
keynes/Committees/tabid/179/ctl/ViewCMIS_CommitteeDetails/mid/496/id/1353/Default.aspx  
Shadow Cabinet details are not recorded on the Council website, and in this case we checked our observations 
against press reports and directly with the political parties. 

ix Information on committee membership in 2019/20 are available on the Council website: https://milton-
keynes.cmis.uk.com/milton-keynes/ArchivedCouncilYears/2019-2020.aspx. Council officers provided further 
valuable detail. 

x  Local Government Association, http://local.gov.uk/research-statistical-alert, citing Office for National 
Statistics, Quarterly Public Sector Employee Survey, Q3 2016 

xi Of the remaining three committees, the Appeals Commission is an ad hoc panel with no permanent chair, the 
Health and Wellbeing Board is a professional consultation body chaired by the leader of the Council ex officio, 
and the Constitution Commission is a group of only three members with a chair but no vice-chairs. 

xii https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-equality-duty 

xiii MK Fawcett (2020a) Paper 1 Re-thinking Equality for Post-Crisis Times: a focus on gender (May 2020) 

xiv https://lginform.local.gov.uk/about-lg-inform/benchmarking-local-data-lg-inform 

xv National Democracy Week: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/democratic-engagement-resources 

xvi The national ‘Flatpack’ organisation actively seeks to encourage independent councillors at local level. 
https://flatpack2021.co.uk/our-goals/ Free cross party training for women on how to become a councillor and 
to stand for selection and election, is available via the Fawcett-led Equal Power campaign, The Parliament 
Project and the Local Government Association’s Be a Councillor programme. 

xvii The Parliament Project is a non-partisan project to inspire, empower and encourage women to run for 
political office, including local Council level, in the UK: http://www.parliamentproject.co.uk/ 

xviii https://www.milton-keynes.gov.uk/your-council-and-elections/councillors-and-committees/  

xix For example, the Liberal Democrat Kickstart programme: https://www.aldc.org/training/ 
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xx National women’s organisations for political parties include Labour Women’s Network and national women’s 
conference, Conservative Women’s Organisation and national women’s conference plus Women2win 
(https://www.women2win.com/about-us), Liberal Democrat Women, Green Party Women and Green 
Feminists, and the Women’s Equality Party. 

xxi Dorset Council Councillor Self-Assessment Development Needs Matrix:  

https://moderngov.dorsetcouncil.gov.uk/Data/359/201607051830/Agenda/Member Development Strategy 
2016-2019 Appendix 2.pdf   

xxii Local Government Association and Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, in 
collaboration with the Fawcett Society (2016/17) Twenty-first Century Councils: Enabling and supporting 
women, parents and carers to stand and serve in local government (The relevant section on Culture and Conduct 
can be found on pp.33-34) 

xxiii https://fixtheglitch.org/impactofonlineabuse/ and https://fixtheglitch.org/bespoke-training/ 

xxiv www.gov.scot/policies/local-government/councillors-roles-conduct-pay/ 

xxv Brandon Lewis, 19 December 2012, ‘Written Ministerial Statement: Local government pension scheme’, 
https://www.gov.uk/ government/speeches/local-government-pension-scheme 

xxvi https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/communities/women-and-girls-equality-panel/  
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Annexes  
Annex A: Milton Keynes Council committee structure 2019-20 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Note:  With the exception of Cabinet, all Sub-Committees, time-limited Task and Finish 
Groups and panels (Corporate Parenting Panel excepted), all of the remaining 16 bodies are 
committees of the Council and of equal status in law. (The use of colour in the chart does not 
reflect these particular divisions.) 
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Annex B Methodology for data collection in Council meetings 

Observations were carried out from the public gallery at three full meetings of Milton Keynes 
Council held on 23 October 2019, 27 November 2019 and 22 January 2020, by six members 
of the MK Fawcett group. Two members were present at all three meetings to record the 
spoken conduct of the meetings, a third was present at all three meetings to record the 
seating plan. Other members attended different meetings to observe informal exchanges and 
non-verbal behaviour.  

For each meeting a seating plan was produced showing the location of each individual 
councillor and officer. Photographs were also taken before the meeting began. 

During the course of each meeting, an audio recording was made, and two independent 
written records were produced of the spoken interactions. The written records aimed to 
record each individual speaker’s contribution against a timeline showing both chronological 
time and the progress of the agenda items.  

Following the meeting, these records were checked against each other and against the audio 
recording and in due course the written minutes and, with very few exceptions, all speakers 
were identified by name, gender, role where applicable, and political party. Comments were 
also added to record any salient aspects of the tenor of the exchanges, as reflected in 
features like raised voices, apparent irony or laughter.  

The written records were then tabulated in a spreadsheet with additional use of colour, to 
simplify the counting of speaker turns and to record patterns in the organisation of the 
spoken exchanges.  

Finally, counts were made of the overall contributions by female and male councillors, as well 
as the numbers of contributions made by each individual, excluding officers and members of 
the public. These figures were subsequently converted into pie charts and bar charts. 

We counted all audible contributions from councillors irrespective of their nature. 
Contributions differ from each other in a variety of ways – their length, for instance; and, 
during Councillors’ questions, whether they are an initial or supplementary question. Some 
contributions are more clearly ‘performed’ than others; they may produce an immediate 
reaction such as laughter. Contributions may sometimes be applauded. But it is difficult to 
identify systematically, within the confines of the meeting, which contributions are more 
important, or influential. In making our initial count, therefore, we included all contributions 
without seeking to prioritise some over others. A further, qualitative analysis of Council 
discussion would no doubt be of interest but is beyond the scope of the present study.  

The Mayor was, however, excluded from all counts because of the distinctive nature of his 
contributions as meeting chair: with very few exceptions his contributions were procedural. 
He maintained a position of impartiality and did not take part in debate. In managing the 
meeting he spoke between virtually every other speaker and, had we included him, he would 
have significantly distorted our counts of female and male speakers. 

 


