
R E  S E A R C H  F O R  A C T I O N

1 9  9 0

Giving women voice

Brotherhood of St Laurence



Giving Women Voice
Feminism and community services

Janet Taylor

Brotherhood of St Laurence
Melbourne 1990



First published in 1990 by the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence 
67 Brunswick Street 
Fitzroy, Victoria 3065 
Telephone (03) 419 7055

@ Brotherhood of St Laurence 1990

Research for Action No. 1 (1990)
ISSN 0818-8106

Australian Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Taylor, Janet.
Giving women voice: feminism and community services.

Bibliograpy.
ISBN 0 94708137 2.

1. Women - Services for - Australia. 2. Feminism - 
Australia. 1. Brotherhood of St Laurence, n. Title.
(Series: Research for action (Melbourne, Vic.); 1990/1).

362.830994

This book is copyright. Apart from fair dealing for the 
purpose of private study, research, criticism, or review, 
as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be 
reproduced by any process without written permission.
Enquiries should be addressed to the publisher.

Set and made up by Debbie Toy on XEROX VENTURA at the BSL 
Cover design by Pauline McClenahan 
Photograph by John Brennan
Cover: "Six Roman Women", by Ailsa O'Connor, 1979 
Printed by Australian Print Group, Wantima, Victoria



Foreword

Giving Wbwen Vbice is a fresh look at an old subject: how to treat the women users 
of welfare and community services, especially those on low incomes, with dignity, 
immediacy, practicality and hope. Janet Taylor argues that listening carefully to the 
women themselves is essential. The answers are not only in the grand themes of 
"social justice" or "feminism". The women in the study thought that a "fair go" and 
"women's rights" were important, and they were vitally interested in how these 
fitted into their everyday experiences —  the way that welfare agencies organise 
their practices —  and thus affect the reality o f the women's lives.

The "feminisation o f poverty", the correlation of women and poverty, is Taylor's 
starting point in analysing the importance of community services in supporting 
women to fight the disadvantages that engulf them. Not surprisingly, lack of money 
was a major concern for the women. But so was being treated as a human being. 
Thus a feminist approach to services practice will make appropriate resources 
available (such as child-care and income) while simultaneously valuing these 
women as equals, with the right to have a say in what happens to them.

The women report embarassing accounts of insensitive treatment and inefficient 
red tape, along with illuminating examples of thoughtful and empowering practice. 
But the report suggests that in some aspects Australia's treatment o f poor women 
has not advanced far beyond the nineteenth century policy o f treating most poor 
women as undeserving mendicants, by imposing convoluted restrictions on 
recipients, to deter them from asking for help. As a late nineteenth century MP 
reported to the Victorian Parliament:

. . .  He then wrote to Mrs Turnbull, who gave the old woman a letter to Mrs Jamieson, who 
sent her back with a letter to Mrs Turnbull, by whom she was sent back. . .  Altogether it



took nine days for this oid woman to get a pittance of 1/6 to purchase the means of 
subsistence. If that was charity, a curse on the world and the people who distributed it 
(Kennedy, R (1985) quoting Dr Maloney, MR in CAarity W&r/are (Hyland)).

In  Giving Wonren Vbice the Brotherhood o f St Laurence continues its theme of 
exam ining better ways o f achieving a greater involvem ent o f women on low 
incomes, firstly in the services shaping their lives and secondly in the membership 
o f Australian community. Giving Wb/nen Vbice is a challenge to the providers of 
welfare services o f the 1990s.

iv Giving women voice

Jan Carter 
D irector

Social Policy and Research Centre 
Brotherhood of St Laurence
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chapter i introduction
Background
Most workers in community service agencies are women and the majority o f the 
peop le  w ith whom they w ork are w om en —  often  w om en w ith m ultiple 
disadvantages. Some people working in community services are asking what they 
can learn from the growing and diverse body of feminist writing for their own work 
with women. Some have felt that the main beneficiaries o f feminist theory and 
action have been women already advantaged by class, education and income, and 
they have asked what are the implications of feminist thinking for women who do 
not have these advantages.

This study originated in the concern o f women working at the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence's Family Services Unit to find answers to such questions, as they sought 
to develop appropriate services to empower the women with whom they work. The 
study has been undertaken to consider the application o f feminist theory to the 
provision of community services for disadvantaged women. An important aspect of 
the study has been to give a voice on this question to those women who are so 
seldom heard, the women who use community services.
The overall aims of the study are:
1 To explore with women on low incomes their experiences of and attitudes to 

seeking help from community agencies.
2  To explore w ith women providing services in community agencies their 

experiences of working with women on low incomes.

3 To draw together these experiences in relation to a feminist practice framework.

4 To consider the implications of the findings for future provision of services for 
low-income women.

We believe that the findings o f the study will be relevant to a wide range of 
community agencies in Australia that provide services to women on low incomes 
and their families.
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Disadvantaged women in Austraiia
Since many o f the poor in Australia are female and most clients of welfare agencies 
are women (Gilley & Smith 1989) it is particularly relevant to examine the theoiy 
and practice of feminism as an approach to empowerment o f disadvantaged women. 
The Brotherhood o f St Laurence has worked in a variety o f ways to empower 
disadvantaged people over the years and has developed a number of innovations to 
this end, such as die Family Centre Project in the 1970s. These innovations have 
typically included women in the services provided, although they have not been 
designed specifically for them. Much of the research carried out by the Brotherhood 
of St Laurence has included some focus on low-income women, and there has been 
some research that looked exclusively at issues affecting these women, including 
their experience of teenage pregnancy and social security recipiency (Montague 
1981, Montague & Stephens 1985).

As Montague & Stephens (1985, p.8) point out:
Women's disadvantage emanates from and is reinforced by their experiences in the
education system, the labour market and the family, and by the stereotyped view society
tends to have of women.

Superficially it can appear that the women's movement has made considerable gains 
for women over the past two decades. Sheen (1987) presents changes that could be 
seen as achievements: increases in the numbers o f married women in the work 
force, equal numbers of women participating in higher education with men, and 
women now m ore easily able to leave unsatisfactory m arriages. However she 
highlights that, in reality, women in the work force are usually in low-status, 
low-paying service occupations; that women in higher education are in areas that 
reflect women's traditional unpaid activities such as arts, education and nursing, 
which do not give entry into "decision-making" occupations; and that many of the 
women who have left unsatisfactory marriages live in poverty.

The term "the feminisation of poverty" has come into use over the last decade to 
highlight the large numbers of women who are poor and the fact that women and 
their dependents are dramatically over-represented among the economically 
disadvantaged (Cass 1985). While the term was first coined in the United States 
(Pearce 1978) the trend is becoming recognised in the third world countries (Scott 
1984) and is also viewed as relevant to families in Australia (Cass 1985). Sheen 
(1987), writing in the Australian context, points to key factors in the feminisation of 
poverty as:

(a) a perpetuation of the division of labour between men and women, both within the family 
and within the work force; and subsequently

(b) the persistence of disparities between male and female wages [female earnings were 
65 per cent of male earnings in 1989 in Australia (ABS Cat.6302.0)];

(c) large increases in the number of female-headed, sole parent families [female sole 
parents in Australia increased from 157 800 in 1974 to 274 800 in 1985];

(d) increased levels of unemployment, and thus;
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(e) a substantial rise in numbers of women reliant on a Social Security pension or benefit 
[65 per cent of female sole parents were on a pension or benefit in 1974 compared with 
10 per cent of males and 89 per cent of females in 1985 compared with 39 per cent of 
males (Montague & McClelland 1987)] (Sheen 1987, p.16).

While overall in our society women can be seen to be in a disadvantaged position, 
the focus of this study is on women who are clearly disadvantaged in economic 
terms, being social security recipients or low wage-earners or non-wage-eamers in 
low-income households, and who also have associated aspects o f disadvantage such 
as limited education and training.
Women and welfare
The roles and experiences of women as welfare recipients have been explored in a 
variety o f studies. A number o f writers have produced a critique o f "welfare" as 
holding women in traditional dependent roles even though providing necessary 
support (see Lewis 1986, Pascall 1986, and Dale & Foster 1986 in the United 
Kingdom; Zinn 1986 and Fraser 1987 in the United States).

Australian writing on women and welfare includes Baldock & Cass' Women, 
social welfare and the state (1983). In this book Bryson points to women's position 
in relationship to both the family and the economic system as "the key to our 
understanding o f why women are likely to be welfare recipients and why, to express 
a corollary o f this, they are likely to be poor" (Bryson 1983, p.130) and discusses 
the assumption that women will be economically dependent on their husbands or, 
failing that, on welfare provisions.

In a study of 80 women living on social security payments, Montague & 
Stephens (1985) traced their pathways to welfare recipiency and life as recipients 
and concluded:

Poverty and powerlessness are the themes that are emphasised. Poverty from the small 
amounts on which they were struggling to live and to raise children; powerlessness as a 
result of the vulnerability which living in poverty sets up (Montague & Stephens 1985, 
P-8).

Feminist theory and practice
The different meanings o f "feminism" for different feminists precludes any very 
ready definition. It is also beyond the scope o f this study to explore the full range of 
contemporary feminist thought. For the purposes o f this study we will use Weeks' 
outline of a feminist perspective as a starting point:

Its most important beliefs are that women and men should be equal in personal, political 
and economic power, and that interaction between men and women should be egalitarian. 
It recognizes that we live in a sexist society — where many attitudes, beliefs, practices, 
policies and laws discriminate against women on the basis of gender (Weeks 1980, p.27).

The focus o f the study is on how a feminist perspective can inform practice in 
community agencies working with disadvantaged women. The literature considered 
here is that which relates particularly to social work and community practice. A 
number o f new titles have been published since this study commenced, and as one



o f the m ost recent works comments, "Feminist social work is in  the process of 
formation" (Dominelli & McLeod 1989, p .l).

In the United States and the United Kingdom the 1970s saw the development of 
a feminist critique of traditional services with a focus in the United States on 
psychotherapy (for example Broverman & Broverman 1970) and in England on 
women's experience within the welfare state (Wilson 1977). By the later 1970s and 
1980s a body of literature was developing that presented, rather than a critique of 
practice, a positive feminist approach to therapy and social work practice (for 
example Rawlings & Carter 1977, Norman & Mancuso 1980, Gottlieb 1980, 
Loewenstein 1983, Dale & Foster 1986, Hanmer & Statham 1988, Chaplin 1988, 
and Dominelli & McLeod 1989). To take one example, Dale & Foster (1986) point 
to feminist social work practice which can assist women in recognising and 
reinforcing their own strengths and show women that many of their problems result 
from structural constraints. However they add the warning to social workers to 
avoid giving the clients the impression that they are so oppressed that nothing can 
be changed. A variety o f feminist principles and strategies have been presented and 
particular areas have been identified for feminist intervention, including domestic 
violence (Hutchins & Baxter 1980, Costantino 1981), rape (Stevens 1980), incest 
(McIntyre 1981), depression (Richey 1980, Corob 1987) alcoholism (Gottlieb 1980) 
and women as carers (Finch & Groves 1983). There have been concurrent 
developments in relation to social policy (Pascall 1986). An extensive list of 
readings on feminist and non-sexist perspectives on social work practice has been 
compiled by Weeks & Hurst (1986).

In Australia little was written from a feminist perspective on welfare, community 
services or social work practice before the 1980s. An issue o f the journal AtAMrah'an 
Social Work was devoted to women in social work in 1985, and subsequent articles 
have appeared on students and feminism (Melville 1987) and feminist interviewing 
(McDonald 1988). The most extensive Australian contribution to the consideration 
o f feminist concepts and social work practice can be found in the book o f readings 
Gender rec/ai/wc& women in .rocini work (Marchant & Wearing 1986). The 
perspective in this book involves:

1 An outward look at the factors in wider society affecting women as clients and women 
as workers in the social work profession.

2 An inward took at the practices within the profession which have been dictated by maie 
world views and which reinforce women's subordination in society.

3 Suggestions for alternative strategies which recognise the disadvantages women 
experience due to the constriction of gender in our society and which are working 
towards increasing the choices women have and their autonomy over their own lives 
(Marchant & Wearing 1986, p.12).

One o f the m ost systematic attempts to analyse feminism in its diversity and to 
relate it to social work practice is provided in this book by Wearing (1986). She 
explores four feminist theoretical perspectives: liberal feminism, classical Marxist 
feminism, radical feminism and socialist feminism, and examines each perspective

4 Giving women voice
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in terms o f its assumptions about the source o f women's oppression, about power, 
and about women's roles in the work force and the family and then draws out the 
im plications o f such assum ptions for social work education and practice. She 
concludes that while each perspective has a contribution, none has all the answers. 
(An outline of Wearing's account is presented in Appendix B.)

One o f the key issues from a feminist perspective is that of choice for women. 
Marchant and Wearing (1986, p.12) write o f alternative social work strategies 
"which are working towards increasing the choices women have and their 
autonomy over their own lives". Writing o f feminism and welfare, Lewis (1986, 
p.87) states, "Feminists interested in social policy must seek above all to enlarge 
wom en's choices". Similarly, Dale & Foster (1986, p.46) state: "... all feminists 
agree that women should have genuine choices as to their role in society".

Wearing (1986, p.38) notes that from a liberal feminist perspective it is assumed 
that women can attain and maintain equality with men given equal opportunity and 
freedom of choice. It is seen as a matter of exercising individual power and 
resources. But she points out that what is not addressed from this perspective is the 
question o f whether there can be effective free choice in a society constrained by 
structural inequalities, such as gender and class. From a practice perspective, the 
additional associated factor o f low self-esteem can be important in considering 
wom en's ability to make choices and this is understood to be a sign of the personal 
powerlessness associated with structural inequalities.

The issue o f feminism, class and social work practice is raised by Weeks in a 
recent review o f the contributions o f feminist theory and practice to social group 
work. She notes:

... many agencies are running groups for women, yet workers are often shy about 
considering this as connected with feminism ... Further, some workers have said that 
feminist ideas don't work for many of the women clients of our social agencies — the 
implication usually being that feminism is a middle-class preoccupation (Weeks 1988b, 
p.30).

Weeks goes on to comment that her suspicion is that such workers may not be 
drawing fully enough on the lessons of the women's movement.

One o f the aims o f this study is to explore with workers in community agencies 
their experience of working with women living on low incomes and to discover to 
what extent they use and see as successful feminist strategies. Part o f this aim is to 
explore issues o f choice and empowerment. We believe that this study provides 
documentation o f the usefulness o f a feminist approach.

A feminist practice framework
The framework presented here has been developed to use as a guide for this study. It 
is drawn primarily from Wendy W eeks' paper "W hat is feminist counselling?" 
(1980) which in turn is developed from that o f Rawlings and Carter (1977), but 
incorporates elements from Weeks' more recent work and from other authors (in 
particular, Loewenstein 1983, Fook 1986, and McDonald 1988). Given the diversity 
o f feminist perspectives, not all aspects o f the framework would necessarily be



given priority  by all fem inist writers. W hile W eeks' paper was prepared for 
volunteer counselling and support it can be readily applied to practice at individual, 
group and community levels and its comprehensiveness makes it particularly useful 
for this study.

Weeks sees feminist practice as an approach or perspective that draws on 
feminist values and knowledge and from which certain strategies or ways of 
working fallow. This perspective leads to a framework that consists of four main 
components:

* values and assumptions
* knowledge
* strategies and processes
* agency practice

Va/ues and assumpf/ons
Values and assum ptions o f  a fem inist practice perspective include the social 
causation of women's personal problems; that feminist practice seeks to assist to 
change women's situations rather than encouraging women to "adjust" to these 
situations; that the gender of both service provider and service user is an important 
p ractice  issue; that m any wom en are doubly disadvantaged (fo r exam ple 
low-income women, Aboriginal women, disabled women, aged women); that men 
are also v ictim s o f  sexism; that wom en can overcom e their circum stances 
co llectively ; tha t w om en can achieve greater personal health  if  they are 
economically and psychologically independent rather than dependent on men (while 
not devaluing inter-dependence); that relationships should be equal in personal 
power, not based on domination and subordination; and the family is viewed as a 
potentially democratic group rather than a patriarchal group (Weeks 1980). 
Know ledge
It is necessary for workers to learn from the women with whom they work about 
their experiences. There are specific areas o f knowledge relating to women with 
which service providers should be familiar. These include women's work, both paid 
and unpaid, women's sexuality, the experiences o f women o f different ethnic and 
racial groups, and knowledge o f  w om en's services and relevant com m unity 
resources. Self-knowledge is also crucial to overcome bias by the service provider 
(Weeks 1980).
Sfrafeg/es and processes
Feminist practice is perhaps characterised by the diversity o f levels o f practice it 
addresses, including ind iv idual counselling , group w ork and social action. 
Loewenstein (1983) notes that individual counselling is probably not the preferred 
feminist helping method, although there are life situations that would call for it. She 
outlines eleven principles o f individual counselling and also discusses a variety of 
group approaches. Rawlings and Carter (1977) discuss some twenty strategies of 
feminist psychotherapy and include among these group work, commenting that 
feminist therapy with women is done most effectively in groups. They also include 
social action, which is rarely if  ever included in traditional "therapy" strategies.

6 Giving women voice
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Social action is given prom inence on the grounds that w om en's problems are 
prim arily  structural. Hanm er and Statham  (1988) lis t tw enty one aspects of 
non-sexist woman-centred practice.

Seven strategies and processes o f feminist practice are drawn together here to be 
used as part of the framework for the study, namely:

* working in groups
* engaging in social action
* an egalitarian approach
* service user orientation
* sex-role analysis
* social education
* practical assistance

Wbr%ing in groMps of women. Groups are oRen described as the major method in 
fem inist practice. This reflects both a critique o f  the lim itation o f individual 
counselling and the benefits it has been found women can gain from working 
collectively (Rawlings & Carter 1977, Loewenstein 1983, Reed & Garvin 1983, 
Weeks 19886).

Engaging in social action. It is seen as important for the service provider to 
engage in social action to change conditions for women or develop needed services, 
and also to encourage women to engage in social action on their own behalf 
(Rawlings & Carter 1977, Weeks 1980, McDonald 1988, Dominelli & McLeod 
1989).

An egalitarian approach. An egalitarian approach includes the service provider 
sharing her own values, not in order to impose them, but to leave the service user 
free to make choices; reducing the power and distance between service provider and 
service user; an advocacy approach; helping women to develop direct assertive 
communication; supporting women's strengths and helping them to recognise and 
value these strengths; and sharing information, for example in records, to give 
women control over their own counselling experiences (Weeks 1980, Loewenstein 
1983, Dale & Foster 1986, Fook 1986, McDonald 1988).

Service user orientation. Women are encouraged to speak for themselves and 
find out what they want for themselves. The use of contracts and agreements helps 
keep the focus on the women's goals rather than those of the service providers. 
W omen's feelings are validated (Rawlings & Carter 1977, Weeks 1980, 
Loewenstein 1983). Some writers refer to such strategies as "woman-centred 
practice" (Hanmer & Statham 1988).

Sex-role analysis. A focus on gender is seen as a major tool o f feminist practice. 
Sex or gender roles and cultural expectations in the particular women's situations 
are considered (Rawlings & Carter 1977, Weeks 1980, Loewenstein 1983, Fook 
1986).

Social eafMcaiion. The focus is on increasing understanding o f women's lives. 
This includes giving women service users information about the experiences and
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situations o f other women and also wider community education about women's 
lives and experiences (Weeks 1980).

Practical aMMfaacc. Importance is placed on giving practical assistance 
including information and the means to use it, and access to community resources 
(Loewenstein 1983, Fook 1986) on the grounds that women need support to change 
their situations, including their over-representation in poverty.
Agency pracf/ce
A further issue to be considered for feminist practice is the organisation o f the 
workplace and the extent to which m anagem ent practices and organisational 
structures and processes support and empower both service providers and service 
users. Specific factors in this can include reception experience, access to Hies, 
choice o f w orker and o f gender o f worker, service user participation  in 
decision-making, staff development and empowerment practices for staff (Hanmer 
& Statham 1988).

This study focuses on the aspects o f agency practice that impinge most directly 
on women who use services. However, there has been considerable interest in 
feminist literature on non-hierarchical organisation and collective decision-making 
as ways o f expressing feminist values within workplaces (for example, Van Den 
Bergh & Cooper 1986, Ristock 1987).

Feminist practice and the deveiopmenta! mode! of practice
As outlined above, some aspects o f feminist practice originated from a critique of 
approaches to practice that emphasised the individual pathology o f women and 
ignored social structures (Rawlings & Carter 1977). But how does a feminist 
approach differ from other approaches that promote social change? W hile this 
question cannot be explored in detail here we will outline the developm ental 
approach as an example o f practice that promotes empowerment.

The developmental model of practice, which was developed by Concetta Benn 
from the experience of the Brotherhood of St Laurence's Family Centre Project 
with multi-disadvantaged families in the 1970s, continues to be inHuential in the 
Australian community services sector (Benn 1981, Hilderbrand & Weeks 1986, 
Weeks 1988, "Lessons Horn the Family Centre" 1988).

The developmental approach used at the family centre was characterised by:
... its reliance on the provision of resources and its social change objective. The approach 
recognised the right of individuals to determine their own life-styles, after discovering 
possible alternative life-styles through participation and free choice. In a welfare program 
employing professional workers, the approach depended upon decisions made by 
consumers, and the accountability of professionals to consumers (Benn 1981, p.268).

Basic to the approach is the concept of empowerment, giving people increased 
power over resources, relationships, information and decision-making, utilising 
strategies of participation including those o f self-help and de-professionalisation 
(Benn 1981, p.278).

The developmental approach to practice and a feminist approach share many 
elements in common. These include:
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* empowerment
* personal problems are identified as caused by social powerlessness rather than by 

individual pathology
* an emphasis on self-help and collective action
* the importance o f changing social institutions
* engaging in social action
* de-professionalisation or equal relationships between service providers and users
* sharing or transfer o f skills
* sharing o f information
* participation in agency decision-making
* an emphasis on practical material help

The aspects o f a fem inist approach that differentiate it from a developmental 
approach are those that emphasise a specific gender focus. They include:

* a use o f sex-role or gender analysis in understanding particular women's and 
m en 's situations

* the purposeful use of women workers with women clients in many situations
* an emphasis on power differences based on gender in both analysis o f situations 

and in practice
In  sum m ary the developm ental approach and a fem inist approach have many 
common elements stemming from a commitment to changing social inequalities. A 
fem inist approach that involves women working with and for women adds the 
dimension o f gender and its associated power inequalities as a central aspect of 
analysis, understanding and practice.
Aims and methods

The study has taken an approach that gives priority to enabling women who are 
rarely heard to present their views and experiences. It has also sought to involve 
these women in the research process with an overall goal of improving the situation 
o f women who use community services (see Roberts 1981, Smith & Nobel-Spruell 
1986).

The study has involved seven non-government community service agencies that 
provide services for women. The aim has been to draw on the experiences and 
views o f the women using the services and o f the women providing the services 
rather than to evaluate these agencies as such. Small group discussions and 
individual interviews were held with women who used the agencies and small group 
discussions were held with women who were service providers at each agency. The 
Held work took place from February to May, 1989.
The apenc/es
Practical constraints limited the number and range o f agencies involved in the study. 
Agencies were selected that were community based (as opposed to state or federal 
government departments), that provided a major component of their services to 
w om en, and that worked with a significant proportion o f  wom en who were 
disadvantaged in terms o f low income and limited education. Another criterion for
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selection  was that at least some agencies should have an explicit fem inist 
perspective. We also felt that, given the practice focus of the study, at least some 
should provide professional services.

While our geographic starting-point was Fitzroy, we felt that an experience wider 
than that of the inner suburbs should be included. Although we limited our study to 
Melbourne, we included some agencies in outer metropolitan areas. Four of the 
agencies were based in Melbourne's inner suburbs, two in outer suburbs with large 
public housing estates and one in the eastern suburbs. Five o f the agencies provided 
services for their local area while two had a wider catchment area.

The seven agencies that participated in the study each had a different service 
focus. These were:

* a community health centre
* a child-care centre
* a poverty action organisation
* a sexual assault service
* a pregnancy support service
* a women's house
* a family support service

Se/ecMon of women
The study originated in concern to provide the most appropriate services for a group 
o f w om en and fam ilies who have som etim es been described as 
multi-disadvantaged. For the purposes o f selection for this study two aspects of 
d isadvantage w ere predom inant —  low household incom e and lim ited 
education/training (which closes employment options). As expected, the women 
suffered from other forms o f disadvantage. These included material problems such 
as poor housing, and social and psychological problems such as isolation and low 
self-esteem. However, these were not used as criteria for selection. A third aspect of 
selection was that the women be users of at least one community service. In fact 
many o f the women had used a variety o f services. A fourth criterion was their 
willingness to participate, and we found many of the women valued being given a 
chance to have their say.

Group discussions were arranged by the agencies to include up to five women. 
Some were members of existing groups within the agencies and some came together 
specifically for the research study discussion. Following the group interviews an 
additional four women from each agency participated in individual interviews. The 
individual interviews covered the same general topics as the group discussions but 
enabled more of the women's life histories to be explored and a more structured 
coverage o f their experience o f community agencies. Women participating in both 
group discussions and individual interviews were paid for their contribution to the 
study.

To ensure the inclusion of women from non-English speaking backgrounds, we 
decided to talk to a Turkish women's group and to hold individual interviews with 
members of an Indo-Chinese women's group from one agency, the community



health centre. As their English was limited, these women were interviewed through 
interpreters.

Group discussions and interviews were typically one and a half hours in length, 
with a range from one to two hours. The research interviewers and interpreters were 
all women. Sessions were tape recorded. Topics explored with the women included 
what they saw as major issues in their lives, what impact they saw gender as having 
on these and their experiences of and attitudes to seeking help from community 
agencies (see Appendix A).

A small group discussion with women service providers was held in each agency 
to explore their practice and the ways they found most successful in working with 
low-income women.
77)e women tv/?o were /nfe/v/eweaf
A total of 80 women were interviewed for the study: 60 women who use community 
services, and 20 who were service providers. O f the women service users, 32 took 
part in group discussions and 28 in individual interviews. One women subsequently 
withdrew from the study and so the data quoted are from 27 individual interviews, 
giving a total of 59 service users.

The 59 women service users were all living on low incomes and the large 
majority had limited education. None of the women was in full-time employment 
although live had part-time jobs. Most (48) had had no training since they left 
school. They ranged in age from 15 to 65, but the majority were aged in their 
twenties and thirties. Most (48) o f the women had children, while six were pregnant 
with their first child and another five had not had children. O f those with dependent 
children, 24 were sole parents and 19 were living with their husbands or de facto 
partners. The majority (38) were bom  in Australia, seven were bom  in the United 
Kingdom, four in Vietnam, four in Turkey and six in other countries (including 
Yugoslavia, Cambodia, China, Holland and New Zealand).

The 20 women working in the agencies differed from the women for whom they 
were providing services, both in that they were typically in full-time employment 
(17) and in having post-secondary education and training (17). They ranged in age 
from 20 to 56 and were typically in their thirties. Half had children of their own. 
The majority were Australian-born (14) with others from the United Kingdom and 
North America (4), Turkey (1) and Vietnam (1).

Format of the report
In  the  chap ters th a t follow , we p resen t the experiences o f  the w om en we 
interviewed, both women who use community services and women who provide 
services. In Chapter 2 three life stories are outlined and the women discuss the 
impact that being a woman has on their lives. In Chapter 3 we explore the main 
issues and problem s in the lives o f the women who use community agencies. 
Chapter 4 looks at what the women find helpful and unhelpful when they go to 
agencies seeking help. Chapter 5 presents the accounts o f the agency workers' goals 
and the ways they have found most successful in working with the women using 
their services. Chapter 6 explores the women's experiences o f the seven practice
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strategies of the feminist framework that have been discussed in this chapter. Their 
experiences of aspects of agency practice are presented in Chapter 7. In conclusion, 
Chapter 8 draws together the findings of the study and discusses these in terms of 
the feminist framework and their implications for service provision.

Mofes on presen fa f/on of cfafa
1 Quotations have been taken from tape recordings of interviews. In some cases minor word 

changes have been made where this has been necessary to make the meaning of a spoken 
comment clear in a written context.

2 Information is presented from both individual and group interviews. Detailed numerical 
data can be given for the women in individual interviews only, with the exception of a few 
demographic details that were available for group participants. The general approach is to 
present the responses from the individual interviews first and use those from the group 
interviews to confirm or elaborate these responses.

12 Giving women voice



chapter2 Being a woman
Part o f the knowledge that forms the basis for providing community services for 
wom en includes the relevance o f  gender in their lives. A fem inist perspective 
necessarily highlights the importance of gender. One is bom  female and the social 
implications associated with this can be seen as all-pervasive. On the other hand 
being female can be such a taken-fbr-granted part of one's life that the implications 
may not be obvious. Research on what being a woman means has been reviewed by 
Fransella and Frost (1977) who note how uncommon it is to actually ask women 
what they think about themselves. An important aspect of our research has been to 
explore with the women we interviewed what their gender meant to them and what 
they saw as the Impact of being female on their lives in general and on the problems 
for which they sought help.
Choices and opportunities
In the individual interviews we explored with the women the ways they felt that 
being a woman had affected and would affect their choices and opportunities at 
different stages o f their life: as children, as teenagers, at present and into the future.

The situations of the women differed to some extent by age in that all the 11 
women in their teens or twenties were sole parents and five o f them had been wards 
o f state and/or in a state institution. The women in their thirties and older were 
typically living with husbands or de facto partners (10 o f the 16 older women). 
These included the four Vietnamese women. The women's responses to questions 
about their choices and opportunities at different times o f their lives necessarily 
reflected their age to some extent, but also many other aspects o f their lives.

The views o f three of the women of different ages are presented here to highlight 
some of the variability in the lives and attitudes o f the low-income women with 
whom we talked. They are identified by pseudonyms.
Cafhy
Cathy is aged 18 and at the time o f the interview had been living for a week in 
emergency accommodation with her small daughter. She is pregnant, and receives a



sole parent pension. As a child, she had lived with her father and had later moved to 
live with her mother. She had spent a year and a half in a state institution for girls. 
Cathy felt that being a girl had affected her choices and opportunities:

My stepbrother is allowed to do a lot more than I was. I wasn't allowed to go out at night 
when I was living with my dad or to have friends. Dad was really strict, "I'm not letting 
my little girl grow up". With Mum 1 could do anything I wanted.

She found discrimination at school:
Trying to get work experience. I wasn't allowed to do motor mechanics as a girl. The man 
would say, "Very sorry, we've got thirty men and nothing would get done".

She also commented that being pregnant had stopped her going to school and to 
work. Similarly, she found at present that being female was affecting her choices 
because o f her child-care responsibilities. What she liked best about being a woman 
were "clothes, jazzy clothes" and she added "W e're equal now with men".

The worst things about being a woman are:
Men thinking they have power over us. Women bashing. Women can't walk out on the 
streets these days without being scared of getting mugged or something.
And trying to get a male job because they're so chauvinistic: "My wife sits at home and 
looks after the kids. Why should you want to come to work?"

However, she d idn 't think being a woman would affect her opportunities in the 
future:

We're stepping up. Things will change. Giving women the chance to get out and do what 
they want to do.

S u e
Sue is 33 and lives with her baby and her violent boyfriend. Her two older children 
live with their father. She had been made a state ward when she was 12:

As a child my mum would leave me to stay home and do her work for her. I didn't go to 
school very much at all. I was happy to be away from my mum because she bashed all the 
time.

However, she was "interfered with" by the man in charge o f the home in which she 
was placed. She ran away and was placed in a girls' home.

I was brought up very old fashioned, no choices at all because I was a state ward. Then I 
had my baby at 17, my first baby, thinking it was normal, because I'd had no education, 
nothing was ever told to me.

She had a second child in the same relationship:
It's a nice feeling to have security and someone to look after you, but it's not good that they 
take over in the sense of running your life. In other words, he can do what he wants to do, 
but I've got no rights at all. In the end I got up and left.

She has worked in factories but has difficulty applying for jobs because o f her 
limited literacy. At present, she finds being a woman is:

Quite a problem. Once you get stuck with a little one, you're not free to do what you like 
any more.

However, what she likes best about being a woman is the kids:
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The kids give us something reaily out of life — heaps of fun.
The worst things about being a woman include:

I hate the attitude you're a female. The men have got that attitude you're a female. You're 
not capable of doing things.
A certain amount of men out there will respect you when you're with someone, but a certain 
amount don't. But there's more hassles being a single mum if you haven't got a man in 
your life.
You should have more freedom at night. It's not exactly comfortable to go out at night. 
You've got to have eyes at the back of your head.

When asked about how she thought being a woman would affect her choices in the 
future, she said it would be "hopefully better". She would be freer to move around 
when her baby was older and hoped to get a job as a home help:

I've done years and years of housework. It's pretty good money I've been told now.
K/m
Kim is aged 65. and came to Australia from Vietnam in 1979. She lives with her 
husband and one son in a high-rise public housing estate. Their source of income is 
special benefit. She feels being a woman has limited her choices and opportunities 
all her life:

When I was a girl, I had to stay home and help my parents and when I went out in society 
I felt disadvantaged... I did some elementary education. Most of the time, I stayed home 
helping my parents doing the housework because I had a big family. I also learned about 
sewing. I helped my parents in their business.

She had seven children, two o f whom died when they were small. Three live in 
Australia, two in Vietnam.

Even now I still think that I am disadvantaged. I still have to stay home and do all the 
housework and my husband just goes out and plays billiards. If I lived in Vietnam at my 
age I would have some children living around me and I would have daughters-in-law to 
help me. I feel lonely. [She does have daughters-in-law in Melbourne.] And even on the 
weekends when they visit me I've got to cook for them! I do everything by myself, 
shopping, cooking, washing, everything.

When asked what she liked best about being a woman, Kim could only answer: 
"Nothing much. Women are disadvantaged against men".

The worst things about being a woman are that:
We have a lot of worries most of the time. We have to take care of our family whether we 
live with our parents or if we are married and with our husband. We have to worry about 
the family. [Interviewer: Do the men worry?] No, they go to work. When they bring money 
back, they think that's enough.

Asked about the future Kim replied:
I think that if I lived in Vietnam, my life would be better than here.

We will now turn to the views of all the women we interviewed about the effect of 
gender on their lives at different stages.
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Most (18) o f the 27 women we interviewed individually felt that being a girl had 
made little or no difference to their choices and opportunities as children. Four felt 
it made some difference and live saw being a girl as quite significant.

Those who felt being a girl had not influenced their childhood either commented 
that they were treated the same as their brothers or would attribute any differences 
they perceived in terms o f being older or younger, or stepchildren, or in some cases, 
being brought up in a children's home. Interestingly, the immediate response o f four 
o f the women was that being a girl had not affected them as children because they 
had been "tomboys".

I was a tomboy. If someone said I coufdn't do it I just went ahead and did it anyway. I was 
accepted by the boys. I just wanted to be a boy because there were so many boys around 
and because what they did was so interesting.

Those who felt most strongly that being a girl had affected them included a woman 
who spent her childhood in Yugoslavia:

Because you're a girl you really have got to learn to do everything and the boys don't, 
which is very annoying. So they can play outside and you've got to learn to wash dishes, 
learn how to sew and all that.

W hile one o f the Vietnamese women stated strongly that gender affected her 
choices and opportunities, the other three Vietnamese women did not feel that they 
had been treated very differently from their brothers when they were children.

Others who felt they had been treated differently as children because they were 
girls included women who felt their brothers were allowed to do more, that more 
emphasis was placed on their brothers' education, and one woman felt her father 
would have spent more time with her if  she'd been a boy.

For a few women their childhood memories were of abuse. One woman whose 
mother died when she was three spoke o f "child abuse with my father" and its 
effect:

I just closed up...couldn't understand what they were teaching me at school. That's why I 
left when I was 14.1 would have kept going and done college and things like that if I had 
felt good, but I didn't feel good about myself and being a woman.

A s te e n a g e rs
While many women had not seen gender as significant in their childhood, over half 
(15) felt that it influenced their choices and opportunities as teenagers, although 
some (8) felt it did not and a few did not provide definite answers on this.

One woman outlined the changes of awareness of gender in her teenage years:
In the young teenage years you become aware of the differences. That's what I always call 
the fun years, when you use your femininity, the fact that you're a girl to experience life 
with young men. You use that and then you go out to work and you End that you are used. 
You're female, maybe there's a guy that's level pegging with you — you're the one that 
gets the tea, does the sandwiches, picks up the papers, not him, you. Once work starts its 
very noticeable.



The gender differences were experienced within families in terms of restrictions by 
parents on social outings and in the value parents placed on boys' education and 
careers, although these were by no means universal. Some women felt that their 
parents had influenced their education and employment, for example by wanting 
them to leave school to work to help the family, to leave work to care for a sick 
mother or by choosing their jobs for them:

I didn't really have much of a teenage life because Dad died when I was 15 so I left school 
to help support the family. I'd wanted to be a vet.

A number o f women indicated that they had hated school and related their early 
school leaving to this rather than to any other factors. D islike o f  school was 
associated for some with feelings o f failure, "I wasn't a scholar".

Some found discrimination against them as young women in the world outside 
the family, for example in trying to work in non-traditional areas.

For two women, both o f whom grew up in children's homes, part o f their 
experience o f their teenage years was of being sexually abused. Sue spoke o f being 
molested by the man in charge o f the children's home in which she lived and 
another woman was sexually harassed in a live-in position found for her by the 
home.

Some women did not see being female as an issue in their teens. A woman in her 
sixties commented:

My teenage life was pretty good. Can't remember that well. I didn't get knock-backs 
because I was a woman and not a man as such.

Af present
The women we interviewed typically saw their gender affecting their current life 
more than it had their childhood and teenage years, with 22 o f the 27 women saying 
it had an effect. Two spoke only in positive terms, many (12) in terms of family ties 
and responsibilities, and some (8) in terms o f social and career handicaps. A small 
num ber (5) felt that being a woman had little or no effect on their choices or 
opportunities. This sometimes sounded like wishful thinking:

I can do anything I want to do. [A 17-year-old with an ll-week-o!d baby.]
Some o f the young single m others felt they had to fight being stereotyped as 
women. When we asked them whether being a woman affected their choices and 
opportunities they made comments such as:

It sure does, but I won't let it. I don't let much affect me. If I want to do something like cut 
bricks, I know it might be a man's world, I do it. It's good pay! You've got to survive as 
well. Can't think that you're a woman any more these days. You've got to think you're just 
an equal person. It's your attitude that counts. [A 24-year-old mother with a two-year-old.]
I get into so many arguments with people that say your place is at home. I think that's a 
load of shit. I've got just as much right to do as I please as a male has. [A20-year-old woman 
with two young children.]

A couple o f women in their thirties with husbands and children at home saw their 
position very positively:

Being a woman 17



18 Giving women voice

I wouldn't change it. I'd stay the way I am if I had a choice.
I love it, the kids, having the children and that, I like being a mother and a housewife.

In contrast another woman in her thirties commented on the overwhelming nature of 
family responsibilities:

When you get married and start having children your career just stops then. I think that's 
very frightening because after being a mother and bringing up your children you just think 
well either you're too old, nobody wants you for full-time work or you just haven't got that 
confidence any more. I think it changes your whole way of independence. You've got to 
change your identity and all just to rotate around everyone else.

A woman of 30 whose husband left her and their two children, and who is studying, 
resents having to be the breadwinner:

I'm supposed to have control over everything and also get out there and get a new career 
as well and do it all. So I find 1' ve got lack of choices. The choice for me to be just a mother, 
which I enjoy, isn't there any more because of financial pressure...I've had to take on that 
breadwinner role.

Older women saw a variety o f effects of being a woman. Kim, the Vietnamese 
woman in her sixties, had felt disadvantaged by being a woman ever since her 
childhood. An Australian woman in her sixties felt it was age rather than gender that 
affected her opportunities now —  age and her husband:

I'm not able to earn an income now — now I'm too old to do that. I can't leave him and 
get a job. That affects me.

Another older woman is finding her husband's retirement difficult:
My husband treats me like a child since his retirement. I don't have a say, I love to be myself 
but I don't get a chance.

The future
We asked the women we interviewed how they thought being a woman would 
affect their choices and opportunities in the future, a question many found difficult 
to answer. A number of women (8) answered in terms of their future employment 
opportunities, a few (2) indicated that they did not think their situations were likely 
to change in the future. Some (8), particularly the younger women, did not see that 
being a woman would have much effect, or they were not sure what effects it would 
have. A few (2) answered in terms of the position of women in society at large; 
others (5) talked much more personally o f specific aspects o f their lives. Four 
women made some additional reference, in answer to this question of their futures, 
to the importance o f the help and support they were receiving from the community 
agencies they attend.

The comments of some of the younger women about the effects o f being a 
woman on their future included references to the strengthening of women's position 
in society. A 17-year-old with a new baby:

Now you [women] get a lot more than what you could before. You don't see guys, men in 
general, chauvinistic that much.
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Women are doing amazing things. Women are standing up for incest, doing big things in 
the community. They're very powerful. They're very political. I'm all for the take over.

A 21-year-old single m other comm ented on her future, stressing her need for 
support:

I hope it will be easier because I'll be older. Probably not, probably harder I think actually. 
There won't be so many people around to help. I can be a whole week at home and be really 
down, but when I come here [a family support service] I'm all right.

A young single mother o f 23 with four children was anxious about future work:
I've had kids for so long sometimes I feel I couldn't do anything else but look after kids, 
sit home look after kids, change nappies. I feel scared about going back to work. I left school 
at 15, didn't do much there anyway— feel safe having kids and being in the home. Choices 
in the future are up to me what I want to do. My kids'll be old enough when I'm 30 (for 
me to go to work) I'm still young but knowing me I'll probably want to go and have another 
baby.

Employment was a more pressing issue for women with older children. A woman in 
her thirties, rebuilding her life with the help o f a women's house after years o f 
domestic violence, saw a career more positively:

I fought to get my own identity back and courage, so I've applied for two jobs. I haven't 
succeeded, but I'm not going to let that stop me. It's a whole new ball game, opening up 
the world again, getting back in the work force. I don't want to settle for just plain cashier 
work because I know there's more I have to offer... I'm not going to be an old lady that's 
very lonely.

One woman in her thirties saw her future at home:
Just raising the kids. I'd like a sort of part-time job but that's about all [and not one that 
would cut into her husband's sickness benefit].

One single mother in her thirties felt being a woman would not affect her future 
choices:

Not very much. It depends on how you think of yourself. If you go for jobs that some people 
think are not for women, it's up to yourself if you want to do it. I mean what's there to stop 
you really?

Another woman in her thirties is studying civil engineering:
I am doing a course in a very male-dominated career choice. The message is that they want 
women in that area but I haven't faced the real world of trying to get out and get a job.

What of the older women? The most positive response o f all came from a woman of 
63 living on her own:

I love it [being a woman]. I love to dance. I love life. I belong to the women's house. That's 
a wonderful thing.

In contrast Kim, the lonely 65-year-old Vietnamese woman who by tradition would 
have had help from daughters-in-law in Vietnam, simply wished to be back there.

What do you iike best about being a woman?
All but four of the women we interviewed individually could name what they liked 
best about being a woman. The most frequent answer (11 women) was to do with



being a mother. One group of women (6) focused on areas o f choice in women's 
lives which men were seen not to have. Some (5) answered in terms o f being in 
control o f their lives, some (4) mentioned clothes and dressing up, a lew (2) being 
in women's groups. Some gave more than one answer. Having children was seen as 
a highlight for a number of women of varying ages:

Being able to have a baby. I think that's pretty terrific. [20-year-old expecting her first baby.]
I enjoy being able to have time with my children and take them around doing what they 
like to do. [A 36-year-old].
I like being a mum. That was my bonus in life. [A 63-year-old].

Some felt that they, as women, had particular advantages over men such as being 
able to spend more time with children, to choose to work part-time and to express 
their emotions more freely:

I like everything, having babies. You get to spend more time with them. Women are better 
than men. Men miss out on a lot.
I can choose to have a part-time job not full-time. If I was a man I can't do that.
I can be intelligent. I can be dumb, I can be unhappy, I can be scared. I can be whatever I 
want and it's accepted because I'm female, whereas if a guy cries he's classed as a sissy. 
We've got more scope in that degree without prejudice.

Some women felt good about their decision-making abilities:
My power. It's a long story but I used to be really scared I came from a domestic violence 
situadon and now I've got all this strength and power to fight back and I feel really good 
and strong. I enjoy being a woman. [A 36-year-old].

A woman in her fifties spoke of new-found freedom:
You can dress up. I can do what I like really, my husband doesn't stop me in that respect. 
It's the best time in my life now. I've got no responsibility for the children.

Two women named the support they got from women's groups as among the things 
they liked best about being a woman. For one it was being in an Indo-Chinese 
women's group. For another:

I go to a domesdc violence group, I've got a lot of healing out of it. It's good to talk and 
share with the girls. We're very close.

A response that occurred only once came from a 23-year-old mother o f four who 
spoke positively o f menstruation:

Having a period every month. Five days' rest from sex. I feel cleaner after a period, feel 
cleaned out. Makes me feel like I am a woman.

Some o f the comments o f those who found difficulty in saying what they liked best 
about being a woman included:

I just like being a woman. I don't know what I like best about it. If I died and came back 
I'd like to come back as a man with a wife.
I don't know. I can't put an answer to that. Bom that way and that's it.

20 Giving women voice



Being a woman 21

What are the worst things about being a woman?
M ost women (20 o f the 27 women interviewed individually) responded to the 
question o f what were the worst things about being a woman in terms o f other 
people's attitudes to and expectations o f women. Some (7) emphasised physical 
aspects o f  being fem ale and a few (3) issues o f  safety. Som e gave answers 
encompassing all these responses. Three initially responded "nothing", though each 
went on to mention other aspects.

A common theme was dislike of being a "second class citizen", being "put 
down" or being "looked down on" by men, and being thought, by men, to be 
incapable:

When men look down at you. I hate it if you go for a loan. They push you aside. They're 
only interested in the man's point of view.
Getting looked down upon a lot because I'm single with three kids. If I was a man in my 
situation, I'd get a pat on the back. I'd like a pat on the back sometimes.

One woman with a range of skills found the women she knew expected her not to 
be capable:

People find it strange that in my case that you go round on a motor bike or that a woman 
can turn her hand to decorating which is what's in the process here. The reactions from just 
round here from neighbours. "Why don't you get a bloke to do it?" Why should you? You're 
supposed to just sit and wait for someone else to do it.

While being a mother was one of the things women had liked best about being a 
woman, aspects of motherhood were also what some said they liked least:

Only being on call 24 hours a day. Getting "Mum, Mum", especially when you're trying 
to do six things at once. They could quite easily ask their father but they always come to 
me.

For some, the expectations that they should be totally responsible for housework 
and child-care weighed very heavily:

Just having to put up with the bullshit of males saying the women's job is in the house 
looking after the kids and cooking tea for the male when he gets home from work. Quite a 
lot I wish I was a male and not have to put up with all the bullshit of males pushing females 
arouiid. [A 20-year-old mother of two].

Two o f the Vietnamese women stressed their lack o f freedom to go out:
The worst thing about being a woman is that we are confined to the house. We have to do 
all the housework, taking care of the children and even if we want to go out, it is still 
difficult. We have to take all our children along with us. As for men, they can go out 
whenever they want.

This was also mentioned in Australian families:
Men don't respect you— just there for their use. Men think women are there to run after 
them. [Of her son-in-law and daughter] He's got this attitude. "You stay in with the kids 
while I go off with my mates." They're all like that. My husband never minded my kids.

The women felt vulnerable as women in the outside world and mentioned fears of 
being bashed. And when the world proves to be unsafe:
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My girlfriend was raped a couple of years ago and we were made to feel that we had raped 
the guy by the police. They questioned us like "why did you go in there?" These were 
policewomen. I thought they should understand more.

Some women instantly answered that the worst thing about being a woman was 
menstruation. Some mentioned a range of physical aspects, including lack of body 
strength, pregnancy and abortion:

Periods — for me the worst thing. And I've had a termination not long ago and bleeding 
ever since. That's why I don't like it. It's not fair females have to put up with pregnancy, 
periods. Males don't have anything.

The effect of being a woman
We asked the women in both the group discussions and the individual interviews 
how much being a woman affected the main issues and problems in their lives. 
Answers ranged from "100 per cent" to "not at all". What these issues and problems 
are is the subject of the next chapter.

In the 27 individual interviews most women (16) responded that being a woman 
affected their major problems a lot, two said it had a little effect and eight that it had 
no effect at all. One simply said: "I don 't know the answer to that one". Similarly, 
in the group discussions most women responded readily about the ways being a 
woman affected major issues in their lives, while a few felt this had little effect.

The women who saw being a woman as having a large impact tended to answer 
either in terms o f their roles as mothers and housewives or in terms of wider social 
discrimination and work.

W omen's responsibility for children was emphasised by Australian, Turkish and 
Vietnamese women and by women both with and without husbands. Some of the 
responses to our interview question "How much does being a woman affect your 
major problems?" include:

You're a woman, stay at home do your work, that's your job.
Most women take things more on themselves and think about it more and worry about it 
more than a man would. Like I find every morning you wake up you're constantly already 
working out what you've got to do and how you're going to pay for this. Then you've got 
the kids on top of it and it just makes it a bit stressful 'cause you just keep on thinking where 
it's coming from every day.
My husband says: "It's my child too". In between times he's blind drunk and I've got to 
pick her up from creche. He's not in any state to go pick her up from creche, cook her tea, 
change her bum, and everything else that has to be done but he's got this thing that it's his 
child. I'm more prepared to look after her than he is.

One of the women in the Turkish women's group outlined women's responsibilities:
The men get up in the morning, just go out. They come back round about 10 or 11 at night. 
All the problems are on the woman, the problems of the household.

One woman pointed to the lot of single mothers:
I mean they can be used and abused. Like they have to be mums, they have to be dads, they 
have to be every thing...Women get very poor choices. The man walks away the majority 
of times.



We don't live in the dark ages any more...but we do. In certain pockets of society women 
are treated very badly.
[Being a woman is] like being black, you're second class, its racism really...It makes you 
feel inferior...sometimes within the home, sometimes other people, sometimes yourself if 
you've got lack of confidence.
It's a man's world out there. They think they're so superior. Men don't think they can do 
anything wrong. Women are there to be told what to do.

A few women emphasised the impact o f being a woman in the workplace:
The higher positions are always men. Women don't go for jobs because they don't think 
they have got a chance. If you want promotion you have to suck up to the boss. If you do 
get a promotion people think you must have slept with the boss.

What then are the views o f the women who did not feel that being a woman affected 
their major problems? For some it seemed that their problems were financial, and, 
especially if  they had partners, they did not see these as linked to gender. For some 
gender was so taken for granted that they found the question difficult to answer.

One woman who said that her main issues were trying to survive on a low 
income in a cramped space in an area with poor public transport and limited health 
services, said being a woman didn't affect her problems at all: "I enjoy being a 
woman". O f domestic violence in her recent past: "I try not to let it worry me".

Some saw their situation only in individual terms:
It depends on the individual. My husband really helps. I couldn't complain, but most other 
men I can see are bastards.

Some single mothers considered that being a woman did not aff&ct their problems in 
that they felt single fathers would face the same difficulties. A few stated that they 
would not let being a woman affect them:

I tend to stand up and say I'm just as equal as you. I won't sit back and take it.
We also asked the workers at the agencies how much they saw the gender o f 
low-income service users affecting the m ajor issues in their lives. Some of the 
workers were very clear that the influence of gender affected all aspects of the lives 
o f the women they work with:

It's inherent. They're economically disadvantaged because they haven't had opportunities 
of education and so haven't the skills to offer in employment. They're susceptible to 
domestic violence because of unequal relationships.

The particular aspects o f being women that were raised by the workers were the 
traditional family roles, the status o f being a mother, vulnerability to violence and 
sexual assault and poverty traps. A worker in the family support service said o f the 
women she sees:

They carry traditional roles. It's okay to do everything for the man, to be at the man's beck 
and call. That's their lot. They accept their lot rather than saying: "No, you can't do that to 
me". The bargain in traditional couples is that the woman gets a financial reward, but they 
don't even get that as the men are unemployed.
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Some women responded in terms of the attitudes to women of the wider society:



W ooers at three of the agencies commented on the importance for young women, 
particularly from deprived backgrounds, o f becoming pregnant and having the 
status o f being a mother:

Being a mother gives them a whole new status. Being pregnant and having a child, where 
they don't have a strong definition of themselves, gives them a strong definition of being a 
mother.

The comments o f some o f the young women at the pregnancy support service 
confirmed this view:

The baby is important, that's really important to me and I'm just sort of living round that 
at present. I want to really work at it and make it my job and my life.

Feminism
We explored to some extent with the women in the study their concept o f feminism. 
Feminism was a term with which the majority o f women using the agencies in the 
study were relatively unfamiliar. Some were quite positive: "I think it's  wonderful 
—  feminism, a bit of self pride and whatever". A small number in fact equated it 
with femininity. For some it indicated an extreme position: "I'm  not into feminism 
that much. There are people who overdo it".

One o f the women was particularly unsure o f what feminism or women's 
liberation had to offer women on low incomes:

When you've got a low income you're more or less tied to the house and you can't go 
anywhere or do anything so you're more or less under the husband's thumb. He's got all 
the say if you don't have any income. It's all right for those with money, they can be as 
liberated as they want. If you're on a low income you have to go to work, you've got to 
take any job that's given to you, you don't have any say because you need that money so 
Women's Lib doesn't come into it there. Women's Lib can be there but if you don't have 
the money you've got to take whatever.

However, the idea o f wom en's rights was one that the women related to more 
readily: "It's  fair we should all have a fair go" and "Women should have more 
rights".
Being a woman — the themes
A number o f themes emerge in the women's discussions of various aspects of their 
gender. The four m ajor themes are the m other/housewife role, general social 
attitudes to women, options in paid employment and physical vulnerability.

Perhaps the major theme to emerge from the interviews is that o f the central 
importance o f being a mother and housewife as variously providing rewards, 
responsibilities, both wanted and unwanted, and restrictions. It should be recalled 
that a large majority of the women we interviewed were mothers and that few were 
in employment and none in full-time employment. Being a mother for some was 
their bonus in life, the best thing about being a woman, but it also brought a range 
of responsibilities that were not shared by the children's fathers even when they 
were present.

General social attitudes to women were typically seen as negative and as putting 
women in the category o f second-class citizens. Some o f the younger women,
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however, expressed the view that nowadays women were equal to men, an equality 
that was not obvious, given some of their disadvantages as young single mothers. 
The support provided by women's groups for some was one o f the positive aspects 
of being a woman.

The theme of work opportunities and options was raised in various ways in 
response to questions about being female. Limitations were related to household 
and child-bearing responsibilities, to poverty traps, to attitudes to what constitute 
appropriate jobs for women, and to discrimination and exploitation in the work 
force.

A fourth theme was that o f the wom en's vulnerability. As girls some had been 
physically and sexually abused within their families or within children's homes 
when they had been removed from their families. As adults some had suffered 
domestic violence and rape. While much o f the violence experienced had been 
within the home, the world outside was not seen as a safe place either.

In summary, the women we interviewed varied considerably in the extent to 
which they saw their gender affecting their lives. The women typically felt that 
being female had not affected their choices and opportunities greatly in childhood, 
but saw gender as having more influence on their teenage lives in terms of family 
expectations and work experiences and found that being a woman had an extensive 
effect on their current lives, particularly in terms o f family responsibilities and 
social and employment handicaps. The aspects o f being a woman that women 
identified as liking best included being mothers, some freedoms they saw men 
lacking and, for some, women's friendships. What they disliked were the 
expectations that as women they would lack ability, would take full responsibility 
for child-care and household management, and have less freedom to go out than 
men, some of the more biological aspects o f being female, and fearing for their 
physical safety.

The majority o f women did feel that being a woman affected the major issues in 
their lives, particularly in their roles as mothers and housewives, to some extent 
because o f general discrimination against women and to some extent to do with 
their lack o f opportunities for paid employment.

For the service provider, the knowledge o f the impact o f gender on the lives of 
the women using services forms an important basis for practice. Many o f the 
women using services with whom we spoke were aware o f inequalities in their lives 
that they experienced because they were women and they wanted a fair go for 
women. The variety of responses, however, points to the necessity for the service 
provider to explore with each woman her own experience of gender and what it 
means to her and her understanding o f her life circumstances.
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chapters issues in women's 
!ives

A key starting-point for providing services for low-income women should be the 
knowledge of the situations the women are in and what they themselves see as the 
major issues in their lives. This chapter presents an account of the main issues in the 
lives o f the women who used the seven agencies participating in the study.

The women we interviewed for this study had in common three characteristics: 
their gender, their use of community agencies and the fact that they live on low 
incomes. Most, but not all, shared other characteristics such as limited education 
and training, having children and not being in paid employment. Many were single 
mothers, many were Ministry of Housing tenants, but there was also considerable 
diversity of living arrangements, in the suburbs where they lived, in their age and in 
their ethnic background. Some had come to agencies that provided specific services: 
a sexual assault agency, a child-care centre, a pregnancy support service. Others had 
come to agencies that provided more generalised support services, but some of 
these women too had experienced teenage pregnancy or sexual assault or the need 
for child-care. We found a range of common problems irrespective o f the agencies 
through which we met the women.

We asked the women in both group and individual discussions about what they 
saw as the main issues and problems in their lives. The answer that came back loud 
and clear for most was "money". The most frequently raised issues in the 27 
individual interviews were lack of money (16 women), housing (10), bringing up 
children (8), employment, education and training (7), health or disability (7) and 
domestic violence (3). Other responses included child-care, isolation, mental illness, 
incest, English language difficulties and public transport. "Money" was also raised 
as one o f the main issues in all seven group discussions. The next most common 
issues raised by women in the group interviews were education, training and
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employment (6 groups) and housing (2) with health, bringing up children, domestic 
violence, isolation, lack o f support, lack o f public transport, discrimination, "men!" 
and women's rights each mentioned in at least one group.

How did the views of the women working in the agencies compare with those of 
the women using their services? W orkers' answers paralleled those o f the service 
users in naming money (6 agencies), housing (5) and education, training and 
employment (4) as major issues. Moreover they also emphasised as major problems 
the women's isolation and lack of supports (6), relationship difficulties (5), low self 
esteem and lack o f confidence (3) and lack of power (2). These are issues that the 
women raised in various ways in interviews, but that they rarely listed themselves 
as main issues or problems in their lives. Other problems named by workers 
included personal safety, government departments, age and discrimination for 
young single mothers, language, cultural and religious factors for some 
non-English-speaking women, domestic violence and psychiatric disability.

Money
Women as a social group are over-represented in poverty. As already mentioned, all 
the 59 women we interviewed individually and in groups who used the community 
services lived on low incomes. None o f the women was in a full-time job, although 
five had part-time jobs. In three cases the part-time wotk merely supplemented their 
sole parent pension. A large majority were dependent on social security payments, 
either as single parents, in households where their partners were also unemployed, 
or as women living alone. A few were dependent on their husbands' wages. When 
we asked the women o f the study about the main issues and problems in their lives 
their most frequent, and typically their first, response was about money: "Money, 
money, money. It's all to do with money". Lack o f money was an issue for women 
across ah the seven agencies, across ethnic groups and across ages.

Women in the group discussions readily talked of struggling to feed and clothe 
their children:

I'm constantly telling the kids "Don't use too much milk, don't use too much bread, it's 
got to last till tomorrow!" I hate doing that. There's nothing you can really do about it.
Money's a major problem. The older your kids get, especially if you're on your own, the 
harder it is to get things for them. It's a constant battle wanting to get things for them but 
you can't.

One 20-year-old woman with a baby and a toddler turned to theft to buy milk for 
the children:

The pension doesn't go far by the time you pay the rent, buy the kids some clothes, buy the 
food. I've been trying to get money for the last week, there's just nowhere you can get it. 
It just leaves you no alternative but to go out and thieve for it. You can't stock up on your 
milk and that. It's bullshit about your budgeting. I mean you can't budget. A lot of people 
don't understand. Sure you can survive, but you're scraping and scrimping all the time.

W hile women on sole parent pensions struggled, life with a husband was not 
necessarily easy financially, as one o f the Turkish women commented:
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I'm on WorkCare and so is my husband. I spend all my money for running the house. My 
husband doesn't contribute as much. He goes out a lot. He spends money on himself. I 
really would love to have a house but we can't save any money.

A woman in her sixties, who has to borrow money from her daughter, spoke of her 
husband's place in the home:

I've always had to work. He's never done without. He demands and what he wants he gets. 
We come second.

Problems o f money were a big issue for young pregnant women even living in 
supported accommodation, particularly problems of delays in payment o f social 
security benefits and also the fact that payments are related to age:

They give you money by the age you are which is wrong. If you're pregnant, you're 
pregnant, no matter what age.

A Vietnamese women in her sixties living with her elderly husband on special 
benefits made the following point:

The main problem is money because when we came we were a little bit old already and we 
could bring nothing with us, and our children were still small and we mainly managed our 
life on government support.

At least one o f the older women found money had become less o f a problem after 
her children left home:

Money was a major problem when the children were young. We've had bad times... had to 
struggle... my husband didn't earn that much money. I managed but I could sew, make 
clothes out of other clothes. We're better on a pension now than when my husband was 
working.

Some women could see no way out of their poverty:
Financially, single parents can't go out to work anyway. I mean I'm a pensioner even and 
I can earn up to $60 a week but if I go out to work, you can't save, you've got child-care. 
I've got two kids! Your Ministry of Housing rent goes up— everything. You just financially 
can't do it, not if you're on a pension. I mean your child-care costs enough as it is... I mean 
that's half your wage.

Even without child-care costs, working was not an easy option. Money is necessary 
for clothes and fares to gain employment. A single woman spoke of the costs of 
looking for a job:

The money from unemployment [benefit] just keeps you down at that level. You can't go 
out and say I'll buy a new dress to cheer myself up because you either pay the rent or you 
eat. You can't do both. A lot of the time you don't eat because you pay the bills. But nobody 
knows that. Nobody really cares, especially the government. Instead of giving themselves 
$10 000 raise, which is what they did last year I believe they should come down to our level 
and try to live on what we live and pay bills and clothe yourself. They say if you go [for a 
job] in old clothes you won't get a job anyway. If I didn't have the money for the bus, I'd 
have to walk into town to put my [unemployment] form in and go to interviews. They expect 
you to do it not just round [an outer suburb], but in train rides, and if you've not got the 
money you have to walk that. If you say "Look I'm not prepared to walk 10k", they say 
"You're not looking for work".
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Lack o f money was seen as a major issue for the women by workers o f six o f the 
seven agencies. They saw poverty as exacerbating the low self-esteem, lack of 
confidence and ability to make choices o f the women with whom they worked. 
Workers also emphasised the poverty trap in which many women found themselves 
where it was not really worth going out to work with child-care costs, rent rises and 
loss of benefits.
Housing
Housing was stated to be one of their main issues by ten of the 27 women we 
interviewed individually. Two of the seven groups said it was a major problem, as 
did workers at five o f the agencies.

The majority o f the 27 women we interviewed individually were Ministry of 
Housing tenants (17 women). Of these some lived in inner suburban high-rise flats, 
some in large outer suburban Ministry o f Housing estates and some in smaller 
developments. While the Ministry o f Housing provides relatively affordable 
housing, living in the high-rise estates was a major concern for a number o f women. 

A Vietnamese woman in her sixties found difficulties:
Housing is another problem. Living in a Housing Commission flat is a little bit noisy and 
kids sometimes are nasty. I can't communicate with the kids when they are nasty. I don't 
know how to tell them to stop doing that.

Two other Vietnamese women hoped to be able to move into houses in the future. 
One wanted her student daughter to be able to live with her and the other woman 
was hoping that when she was well enough to work she and her husband would be 
able to save to buy a house of their own.

Life in the high-rise flats was felt to be a major problem by one young single 
mother. She spoke o f their filthy condition, violence, drugs, feeling unsafe herself 
and that it was unsafe for the children and she did not get on well with her 
neighbours:

The flats are infested with cockroaches and there are dirty people on the floor who wash 
their yucky things in the washing machines and throw their rubbish on the doorstep... I'm 
scared the kids are going to step on needles.

Other issues raised about Ministry o f Housing accommodation included cramped 
conditions and near evictions because o f rent arrears.

One woman commented about her Ministry of Housing house in an outer suburb:
I feel myself to be a bit better off than other women on low incomes in that I have a brand 
new house, reasonable rent and live in a nice suburb, which can be undermining at times. 
There's still the issue I struggle most of the time but people don't see that 'cause I live in 
a nice home.

The workers in one agency emphasised the impact o f having a limited choice of 
where you can get public rental housing:

Broadmeadows is an area you are sent to, not one you choose to live in and that's major in 
issues of power and self-esteem if you're not choosing where you live. You haven't got 
money, that's why you're here — some absolutely hate living in Broadmeadows — they 
have no choice. Others, it's become a real thing, "Broadie is okay and we're okay and it's



not okay to move out". They feel more comfortable here and they feel they mightn't be 
able to manage in a different environment.

At another agency in a Ministry o f Housing area, the worker noted that the women 
have no input into housing policy, so the policy does not reflect their needs.

Two of the older women lived in houses they owned or were buying from the 
Ministry of Housing and seemed at first glance to be relatively secure. However, 
one had separated from a violent husband and the other's marriage was also likely 
to end, and the houses would be sold and presumably the proceeds divided. Only 
one woman lived in private rental accommodation and she and her new baby were 
sharing a house with another family. (She moved twice before the study was 
complete.) The remaining seven women were in various forms of supported or 
emergency accommodation and could be considered, in varying degrees, as 
homeless.

Future accommodation was an area o f anxiety for the young women in the 
pregnancy support service accommodation which, while clean, comfortable and 
suburban, was temporary:

Accommodation after the baby is bom. There are options. I could move in with the father 
but it wouldn't work out... My name's down for the Housing Commission. I've been settling 
in and trying not to worry about too many things at the moment because it's important not 
to worry.

The two women with the least secure accommodation were an 18-year-old with a 
two year old child, who had been in her current emergency accommodation for a 
week, and another woman, aged 20, with two children who would have to leave her 
rooming house the following week. The latter describes her room:

It's quite difficult: It's really cramped. Two single beds, two wardrobes and baby's cot. [My 
daughter] don't sleep very much of a night time. Awake until about 3 or 4 o'clock in the 
morning because there's so much noise going on.

Both o f these young women had in the past lived in Winlaton (a state institution for 
girls).

In all, ten of the 27 women we interviewed individually had lived in their present 
accommodation for less than 12 months. These short-term residents included all 
those in supported and emergency accommodation and in private rental, and two 
Ministry of Housing tenants.
Bringing up chiidren
Various aspects of bringing up children were raised as major issues in their lives by 
eight o f the women and one o f the groups. For the group the issues included 
providing for the children.

Making sure you've got everything for your kids. They don't understand why they've got 
to go without.

One Vietnamese women commented about the major issues and problems in her 
life:

I think life here is good but to me the two most important things are money and bringing 
up my children.
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For some o f the women, the issue was bringing up children on their own. One 
woman in her early twenties with three little children, who was also a victim of 
domestic violence, commented on:

Raising kids by yourself. They're always asking "where's Daddy?" They don't understand 
why he doesn't live with me. Living up to people's standards, they always look down on 
you.

A young woman living in temporary accommodation:
Coping with the two kids on their own. I did have their father around. He's locked up. My 
daughter frets for him. The baby is crawling and teething. It's really hard to cope with it.

One woman was worried about raising her 13 and 10-year-old sons:
How to handle teenagers. Not many places you can go to talk to people about that. It's 
mainly places for people with younger kids. Should I be stricter? I'm not actually very strict 
— most of the time they've got a choice. Sometimes, I find the more choices I give them 
the worse it is for me. They don't take much notice of me.

Another woman sorely missed her two young daughters who lived interstate with 
their father. She hadn't been able to afford a flat and child-minding on a low wage, 
so her husband had gained custody of the children.
Education, training and employment
M ost o f  the 59 w om en we interview ed ind iv idually  and in  groups had not 
completed secondary school, and 48 had gained no further training or qualifications 
since leaving school. Of the 11 who had further training two had qualified as nurses, 
one as a teacher, one as a coach driver and one was currently a tertiaty student, 
while the others had received some training in occupations such as hairdressing and 
reception work or had participated in courses such as Community Youth Support 
Scheme (CYSS) programs. One woman from Vietnam had had no schooling at all. 
The five Vietnam ese wom en and four o f  the five Turkish wom en whom we 
interviewed spoke no or little English. At least two of the Australian women had 
limited literacy skills.

While few of the women we talked to in the study were in paid employment and 
few had specific qualifications, issues o f training and employment were raised in 
six o f the groups and seven of the individual interviews as major problems.

Education and employment were areas of particular concern for some of the 
young women attending the pregnancy support service and waiting for, or having 
recently given birth to, their first babies. Their futures seemed somewhat uncertain. 
For a 17-year-old with a new baby her main problem was:

Getting on with my future. Deciding to go back to school part-time next year and work. 
Going to TAPE two mornings a week. It takes two years for HSC. Maybe I'd like to work 
with children. I'm still not sure what I want to do.

A 28-year-old with a new baby is about to start a part-time course on "Finding your 
direction" at a women's learning centre:

I want to gain skills in an area where I will be able to work for the rest of my life in a 
rewarding area where I will grow as a person. Getting back into the world and creating a 
fruitful life for myself and the child.



Particularly in the groups, a number o f single mothers with young children spoke of 
the practical and financial problems of going to work when children were small:

I mean like I'm a pensioner and I started working and by the time I paid the rent and that 
I was only $50 a week better off. And that's working, getting up at 6 o'clock in the morning, 
taking the kids to creche, giving them breakfast, working all day and coming home. It's 
never-ending. I'd rather spend the time with the kids than come out $50 a week better off. 
Social Security put me on a sort of thing like I was on the dole. My medical wasn't free 
any more or public transport.

A num ber o f  single parents had found that w orking was not feasible, while 
child-care was a major issue. However, there was concern expressed by mothers 
who had been out o f the work force for many years about being forced back to work 
when their children turned 16 and their sole parent pension ceased:

Women aged 35 upwards should be able to go for skill training so that they don't just go 
straight &om the home to the work force, so that they've got an opportunity to get their 
confidence and initiative and feel good about themselves before being forced into a position 
of having to accept employment.

Age was not only an issue for single parents. A single woman aged 39 looking for 
employment made this comment:

I'm  too old. Once you're over 21 you're too old. It's ridiculous. They demand you get a 
job. You go for a job for a 16 to 18-year-old. They won't take you for a start because it 
means they have to pay you adult wages and then you get moaned at because you don't get 
a job. I could do shop work easy but they want the younger ones. They think I'm too old. 1 
don't think I'm too old and it affects you. Once you start to think you're too old you've 
over the hill and that's it. There's no hope. Unemployment is a stigma. It shouldn't be but 
it is. At my age, you're a dole bludger or you're stupid. Until I was unemployed I'd never 
been through it. I'd have thought the same — you can get a job easy, there's hundreds of 
jobs. There's hundreds of jobs in the papers — for skilled workers between the age of 16 
and 18 and I don't know any skilled workers between the age of 16 and 18.
(This woman has, however, started a part time training course which she hopes will lead 
to a new career.)

Lack o f education was seen as a handicap in employment. A woman in her early 
thirties finds her illiteracy a problem in getting work even when she has other skills:

It would be hard at the moment to get a job at this age. You've got to have the proper 
education. I've found problems when I HU out a form at an interview they can knock you 
back. There was one job I went to, I was an experienced presser at the time. They knocked 
me back because I couldn't Hll out the form.

One woman with a variety of past work experience and training and living on a sole 
parent pension sees her major problems as "Not being able to get a job. I hate not 
working. I 'm  not a home person. I love my job". She is a trained coach driver, but 
has found that companies will not employ a woman driver.

Other barriers to employment included poor health and work injuries. This was 
o f particular concern to the Turkish women's group, as was the lack o f support their 
husbands gave them when they did work outside the home.
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Child-care, lack o f education and training, discrimination on grounds o f age and 
sex and health factors were all seen as barriers to employment. But by no means all 
women were seeking paid work. Those with small children and the older women in 
their fifties and sixties were less likely to be considering employment. Some had a 
clear preference for being at home with their children but felt forced into the work 
force by lack o f money.

Workers at some of the agencies also mentioned the women's lack o f self-esteem 
as an additional problem:

A lot of women, their biggest aspiration is to work but they don't really feel that they're 
capable or that they'll be employable. It comes back to self-esteem.

Heatth
Health was raised as a major issue in one o f the group discussions, and by seven of 
the women we interviewed individually.

Three o f the five women in die Turkish women's group had work-related health 
problems:

Since 1 came to Australia, I worked at a factory and at home. I didn't have any other life. 
Now I'm very sick after years of working. After poor conditions of factory work for many 
years I lost my health.

Their husbands' ill health was another pressure on some of the Turkish women, 
reducing household income.

Health issues were also raised by three o f the four women from Vietnam whom 
we interviewed individually. For two o f the women their own health was a factor in 
their not working. For the third her husband's back accident meant he was able only 
to do* light work and was currently unemployed. One o f the women felt she would 
be well enough to work again in  the future, but the other in her fifties commented:

Now I'm old nobody will employ me and my health is not very good. I have had two 
operations so I'm on a [invalid] pension now. [Her husband is also an invalid pensioner. 
However, she has rented a piece of land.] Whenever I have time I come there and grow 
cabbages.

One o f the Australian-bom women with health problems was a women in her forties 
w ith four children. She had had a series o f operations and was on an invalid 
pension, while her husband received a carer's pension:

My husband does the housekeeping because I'm not allowed to do anything heavy. So he 
does the cooking and shopping and that and pays the bills.

Her frustration was not related to being unable to seek paid employment but to not 
being able to fulfil her role as a housewife: "Not being able to do things the way I 'd  
like".

Other health issues were raised by a woman in her fifties with nerve trouble and 
high blood pressure, and by a young woman living in high-rise flats who noted: 
"My kids have never been so sick and I 'v e  never been so sick".

A major issue for one woman in the western suburbs (Broadmeadows) was 
having to fight to get clinics to stay open so doctors are available, and the lack o f a 
local hospital.
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Domestic violence
Domestic violence had been a feature in a number o f women's lives and for some 
remained one of their major issues even when they had left the situation. It was 
mentioned as a main problem in women's lives in one group and in two individual 
interviews although in response to other questions it was clearly an issue for at least 
another five of the 27 women we interviewed individually.

Two of the agencies involved in the study had domestic violence support groups 
and women from one of these groups had written and published a book of their 
experiences. Women from both groups had been involved in publicity for a 
campaign against domestic violence at the time of the study.

One woman in her thirties had lived in a violent relationship for years which she 
eventually left. She is now living in another such relationship:

Men cause a lot of problems. Violent relationships. Had one for 10 years. This is the worst 
one. It's when they can't cope with their own problems.

A Y ugoslav-born wom an who grew up in  A ustralia and had le ft a v io len t 
relationship some years before felt that women, especially from other countries, do 
not know where to turn:

I was bom overseas myself and I don't agree with all the old fashioned strategies when the 
woman has to do what the husband says and no choices and especially in the matter of 
violence in the home. A lot of women actually put up with all that and a lot of them don't 
know they can do something about it. And not knowing makes it really worse. Not knowing 
places you can go and some women really don't think they have a choice.

A woman in her early sixties had separated from a violent husband two years 
before:

I've had heaps of hassles. I've put them all behind me. The last couple of years I've become 
my own person. I'm a very caring person, but I've learned you've got to look after yourself. 
It's a very free sort of thing. It's really great. I am my own person.

Incest was mentioned as a main issue in her life by one woman we interviewed but, 
as with domestic violence, it was raised elsewhere in the interviews with by a 
number of others.
issues raised by the workers
When asked about the main issues and problems in the lives of women with whom 
they worked the workers raised a number in addition to those outlined above. 
Common responses included isolation and lack o f support, relationship difficulties, 
low self-esteem and lack o f power. Workers also raised issues to do with the 
specific reasons women came to their particular agency, for example sexual assault, 
or single pregnancy.

In two agencies the workers also pointed to the women's lack of power both in 
personal relationships and in the wider society:

There are many major issues: low self-esteem, lack of confidence, of knowing what they 
want as they've had no power to choose. Poverty exacerbates that. A whole system puts 
women down so it's on many levels. In relationships with men, men are part of the same 
system with low self-esteem so they put down women.
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T he w om en w orking at the sexual assault service em phasised the issue o f 
pow erlessness for w om en across all socio-econom ic groups and how this is 
heightened as a result o f sexual assault. However, they noted that women on higher 
incomes can do things like negotiate leave from work, take themselves on holidays 
or move house to take greater control o f their lives, while women on low incomes 
do not have these choices.

The workers at the pregnancy support service emphasised the issue o f the age of 
the young women using their service and the way age interacts with financial and 
housing problems —  tor example the lack o f income support for the 16-year-old 
single mother-to-be. Age was also seen as related to lack o f skills, confidence and 
maturity. Social discrimination against single mothers was another particular issue 
raised, as was lack o f support from community, family or peers.

The workers at the community health centre worked with Australian, Turkish 
and Vietnamese women. They saw economic disadvantage, social isolation and 
domestic violence as issues for women of all three ethnic groups, with language 
skills and cultural expectations as particular issues for the Turkish and Vietnamese 
women.

The workers across a range of agencies raised as main issues lack o f relationship 
skills and lack o f support:

Lack of skills and lack of knowledge in making decisions in relationships, not able to form 
and maintain relationships and support networks because they haven't experienced 
long-term support themselves.

The family support service workers emphasised that few of the women who use the 
service had parents them selves, and that com ing from  em otionally deprived 
backgrounds they have difficulty in providing emotional support for their own 
children.

The impact of the welfare system was also spelled out by workers:
How they are treated by particular systems, social security and CSV (Community Services 
Victoria). They're not treated like human beings. They feel they're judged. They're not 
okay if they don't work. They're not okay if they're single parents.
Being part of a low socio-economic group. All their experiences reinforce this experience, 
especially their contacts with government departments. They're the bottom of the heap.

While some o f the women going to the agencies also mentioned isolation, lack of 
support and low self-esteem among the major problems and issues in their lives, 
they were less likely to nominate their major problems in these terms. For example 
one of the women who mentioned self-esteem felt lack of money and bringing up 
children without money were the major issues in her life. Low self-esteem was seen 
as a consequence of these:

Your self-esteem is very low. You feel guilty because you can't feed your kids or you can't 
give your kids what your next door neighbour just takes for granted.

Conctuston
In summary, the most pressing issues raised by the women we talked to who use 
community services are to do with lack o f money, followed by problems relating to



housing, education, training and employment, issues o f bringing up children and 
health difficulties. The workers at the agencies also saw these issues, particularly 
money, housing and education training and employment, as major in the lives of the 
women on low incom es w ith whom they worked. How ever the workers also 
emphasised as major issues the women's isolation, relationship difficulties, low 
self-esteem  and lack o f  power. W hile we have draw n together the w om en's 
comments on particular themes, clearly many of the issues are interwoven —  
housing would be less o f a problem if  there was money to allow for choices; 
bringing up children would have some stresses removed if the local environment 
was felt to be safe; money would be less o f an issue if  well-paid work could be 
obtained, but lack of skills, lack of jobs, cost of child-care and health factors are 
some of the barriers to finding work. Some women missed the support o f a husband 
in bringing up their children; others with partners suffered violence in the home.

The awareness that there are differences as well as similarities in what the 
workers and the women using the services see as the crucial issues has important 
implications for service delivery. While a woman going for help might 
acknowledge that low self-esteem is a problem for her, a program that addresses 
self-esteem but pays no attention to the financial and housing issues she sees as 
central would not be likely to be seen as relevant.

All o f the women in the study raised similar issues, despite the variety of 
agencies they attended and their different locations across Melbourne. This finding 
points to the need for these issues to be actively considered by those providing 
services, while each agency must necessarily build up knowledge of its own service 
users.

Although we purposefully selected low-income women for this study, the 
findings should be seen in the context that these women's experience is not highly 
atypical, since women are over-represented in poverty and in public housing, their 
major visible social role determines that they shoulder the burdens of child-rearing, 
and women are the prime victims of adult domestic violence.
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chapter4  Getting heip
"W hat are low-income women's experiences o f community agencies?" is one of the 
central questions o f this study. We explored with the women in both groups and 
individual interviews where they went for help and what they found helpful and 
unhelpful in their contact with community agencies.

In the individual interviews, we asked the 27 women where they usually go for 
help when they have a serious problem. The majority (16) answered that they went 
to community agencies, a few (4) said they went to both community agencies and 
friends or relatives, while the remainder (7) went to friends or relatives first.

The isolation o f some women was highlighted as they commented that they had 
no friends or relatives to turn to. For example, a 33-year-old single mother went to 
see a local council social worker last year because her family would not help:

I usually handle my own problems pretty well just until last year it was too much. I was 
depressed for a start. I had no one to talk to and that's pretty depressing itself because I 
can't actually talk to my family. More or less they don't want to know, they expect you to 
handle it and that's i t

The women's experiences o f help from family differed:
When you've got family and you're really down and out, when it comes to the crunch, it 
doesn't matter how many disagreements you have with them, if they do it reluctantly or if 
they're willing to help you they will. But it's really hard for a lot of women who've got no 
family at all, no mother, no father, no nothing.

One woman commented that she goes to both community agencies and friends for 
help with money:

It depends on the problem. Financially, you work out what kind of money you've got. 
Friends you can only tap so much before they become enemies. I've no family here. 
Nowhere will help you all the time.

For some, friends seem sufficient:
I go to friends. I don't think I've ever had a serious enough problem. I've always been able 
to sort it out myself.



A woman in her sixties pointed out that community agencies have not always been 
an option:

When I was in a situation with domestic violence there was nowhere to go. My mum had 
died, my father knew but never did anything about it: "You've made your bed". Only in 
the last 15 years community agencies have sprung up all over the place.

The women told us about their contacts with a wide range of agencies, many more 
than  the seven through which we had contacted them . All the w om en we 
interviewed had been to at least two community agencies, including the one through 
which we met them. The majority of women (16) had been to five or more agencies 
and two women could name 13 agencies with which they had had contact. A 
number of women had a list of relief agencies to which they had to turn for help 
when they ran short of money.

A 24-year-old single mother with two children attending a family support service 
said that she goes sometimes to an action resource centre for money, to the clerk of 
courts for money and to St Vincent de Paul for food. She used to go to the Smith 
Family but they closed down. She has seen social workers at another family agency 
about occasional care for her children and a social worker at a community health 
centre. She has attended a parent's anonymous group, and a pregnancy support 
group, three community health centres, a neighbourhood house and an agency for 
respite care.

In contrast a 38-year-old Vietnamese woman has only three agency contacts. She 
attends an Indo-Chinese women's group at a community health centre and her 
children are in child-care while she attends English classes at a community centre:

Usually, my husband goes to other agencies. I don't know because he takes care of the 
paper work and I don't know where he goes.

The agencies to which the Turkish and Vietnamese women went were determined 
very largely by the availability o f workers who spoke their languages. So they 
attended the local community health centre, which had women's groups for them. 
The Vietnamese women also went to the worker at the community centre in the 
housing estate in which they lived. There used to be a Turkish worker at the 
community centre, but since that worker left the Turkish women no longer go there. 
Services also had to be local. Even services with Turkish workers in neighbouring 
inner suburbs were too far for these women to go to because of the restrictions 
placed on their outings by their husbands. The Turkish women expressed the 
heartfelt wish for more places to which they could go.
What is heipfui?
We asked the women in the individual interviews whether they could think of a bad 
time in their lives when they got "really good help" from an agency. The majority of 
women (23) answered "yes" to this question. The few (4) who answered "no" did so 
either because they had not much experience of going to agencies or because they 
felt they had never been really down and out, rather than because they had never 
received help when they needed it. Some (9) of the women gave examples of really 
positive help they had received from the agency through which we had contacted
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them, while the remainder (14) talked of experiences with other agencies. Having 
asked about specific experiences, we also asked in general what the women found 
most helpful when they went to community agencies. Only one woman answered 
"nothing" to this question, although a num ber answered in  terms o f what was 
unhelpful.

The aspects of their contact with community agencies which the women saw as 
most helpful can be summarised into three broad areas:

* having someone understanding to talk to
* getting practical assistance including money
* having social contact with other women

In both the individual interviews and in the group discussions these areas were 
emphasised. In the individual interviews approximately half (13) talked o f the 
nature o f their relationship with the worker as an example o f getting really good 
help, while half (13) talked of the practical help they received. Four more stressed 
both aspects. One woman emphasised the helpfulness o f being with other women in 
a similar situation and, as mentioned above, a few (4) could think o f no really good 
help they had received.

When asked in general what they found most helpful in their contact with 
agencies, a majority o f women talked about aspects o f their relationship with the 
worker (16 o f the women in individual interviews and women in 6 of the groups), 
some emphasised practical assistance (7 individual interviews and 5 groups) and a 
smaller number the importance o f social contact with other women (5 interviews 
and T groups). For a number of women it was a combination o f these aspects that 
proved helpful.
Someone uncfersfancf/ng to fa/k fo
Various aspects of their contact with workers at agencies were highlighted by the 
women as they talked about what they found really helpful. Common themes were 
about how helpful it was to find someone with tim e to listen, who showed a 
w illingness to help, who was friendly, who was understanding and who acted 
"human". W hile this may seem a rather ordinary list in some ways it m ust be 
emphasised how important these factors were for the women and how often they 
had not found these characteristics.

One woman gave an account o f help she received from a sexual assault centre:
I'd just tried to commit suicide. I'd been raped before that. [The worker] she had a lot of 
knowledge to begin with, lots of photocopies of books to help understand the situation that 
I've been through. Books to read to show me to see things in a better light; that you don't 
have to accept that. [The agency] has limitless willingness to help. All the workers know 
me by name. They're so very friendly — never refuse to see me, to talk to me because 
they're too busy. They've all been very, very helpful always. They bend over to help you. 
They keep offering can they help. One time I was really broke they offered me some money. 
It meant I could get some food to eat. I really value it. It was absolutely fantastic.



It should be added that she was one of the more highly educated o f the women 
interviewed and clearly the books would have been of less value to the less literate 
women.

Another women from the sexual assault centre described what she valued about 
the workers:

Some of the women who work here have been through the same as us. They knew what 
you've going through or if they don't know themselves they try and understand. They give 
you a lot more time than anyone else could. They sit there and listen to you and believe 
you.

An older woman who had just discovered her husband had molested their daughters 
spoke of a worker at a community health centre:

They gave me marvellous help. I was terrible upset. She just talked to me in such a nice 
way and said: "Look I can understand your situation. I know how you feel". Just the way 
she talked, she gave me advice and says to me, like I blamed myself I should've looked 
after my girls, and she said, "It's not your fault". She understood without me even telling... 
She was really good at helping me, I could go and talk to her and she understood. And I 
needed a lifeline. I was really lost. She immediately saw me and that was wonderful.

A single woman with a new baby spoke very positively o f the help she received 
from a pregnancy support agency:

Just everything. They helped me get out of a very violent and horrible living circumstance, 
helped me learn about my baby and my pregnancies, helped me with problems I've had 
which have been incredibly severe on myself for so long. Gave me so much courage and 
in doing that and having my baby just giving me back life and a future which I had not had 
in so long and faith in human beings. Totally changed everything. Just so positive.

For one woman, the relationship with a worker she had seen was very helpful 
initially, but then turned sour.

The kids' father bashed me and I asked for help and Community Services put the kids in 
foster care. I wasn't in a state to look after them. I didn't have a place to live, didn't want 
to go to women's refuges, didn't want the kids to look at me, was scared he was coming 
back. [Of the social worker] I could talk to her, she was really supportive and it wasn't 
wrong to put kids in foster care. I could always ring her. It's important for me to know 
someone was there — not just doing her job. At the start they listen, don't force you to talk 
and they help you. Even if I didn't feel I made sense she would understand. I didn't feel an 
idiot. I felt comfortable. [But later] I didn't realise that social workers write things down. 
I was naive. [She found that the friendly social worker wrote notes after she had spoken to 
her and could use this information against her. She saw this as betrayal. Her children were 
subsequently put under a supervision order.] I'd never go to them again and never tell them 
nothing.

In general what do women find most helpful when they go to community agencies? 
Some vciy similar answers were found horn one side of Melbourne to another: 

People willing to listen to you and not looking down on you.
[A particular worker] because she listens. She doesn't put you down.
It's terribly important that the worker, I know they're busy, that they make it clear that they 
want to help you.
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They believed me. That has a lot to do with it.
If they treat you as equal, as a person first.

Ge#//K7 pracf/ca/ ass/sfa/ice
The illustrations the women gave o f bad times in their lives when they received 
very  good practica l help included a num ber o f exam ples o f help w ith 
accom m odation and a range o f  o ther assistance including translation  and 
interpreting, child-care, financial and material help.

[The worker] when she helped us out with the [Housing] Commission. We got behind in 
rent and we made an offer and they just didn't want to accept it and they said you're going 
to get kicked out and I rang [the worker] and she said "No you're not". And we went to the 
credit union and everybody got sorted out. She came with me and talked to them and took 
us down the credit union. She was the main person. She knew people and had more contacts 
than we did. She was a third party and had a different outlook to what I did. He [the housing 
worker] just didn't want to talk to me and of course I was upset and I was losing my temper 
and the more I lost my temper the more he got angry, so she [the worker] sort of stepped 
in.

The women's comments suggest that in going for financial or other practical help, it 
is often the worker who makes the difference:

It depends on which one you go to. If you're lucky enough and you get someone that's nice 
to talk to, and they sympathise with the situation you are in at that present moment and 
they'll do what they can, whatever's available.

A young woman with a toddler living in supported accommodation talked of what 
she found really helpful in terms of practical assistance:

When I first came here this church lady gave me a food voucher, food parcel and sent me 
to the opportunity shop across the road 'cause I didn't have any clothes. She understood 
without going into detail that I'd had a hard time. We hadn't any clothes, we just moved 
here. I didn't have any money. She understood without hassling me. Most send you up to 
the welfare worker to get a letter to the courts and back to them. She didn't. She was really 
great. When you've got nothing and you have to ask for it you feel like what an idiot. 
Anyway it's just helpful when people help and don't hassle, don't come on heavy and want 
to know a hundred details, 'cause you feel pressured then, feel like going home and not 
worrying About it.

A number o f women echoed the importance for their own feeling of worth that they 
not be given "the third degree" when they go for financial assistance. One woman 
commented that what is most helpful is:

Someone who listens to you, doesn't think you're a moron when you walk in the door. 
Don't think you're coming in to rip them off. Someone who's going to say "I know what 
you're going through. I know it's hard to get through when you run out of money". Give 
you fresh food, not six week old, and expect you to take it because you're poor and daggy 
clothes make you look like an idiot.

A wom an who has d ifficulty  in reading and w riting pointed to her need for 
information and explanation and the necessity for enough time to be given for this 
to happen:
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One good thing when you've reaily got a problem and they sit and listen and they really 
try to help you. Even for a bit of information and you're not too competent in something, 
they can explain things better to you.

P ractica l help took m any form s and dem onstrated care and support. For a 
21-year-old woman with a baby, the family support service helped when the Drug 
Squad raided her flat early in the morning.

They came in searched my whole place. We were trying to have breakfast. When they left 
my place was areal mess. I didn't know where to go to. I went straight down to [the agency]. 
One of the workers went back and helped me clean up. They helped me out a lot. One of 
the workers went to court with me because my mother wanted custody of my daughter. I 
was in a bad way. They really supported me all the way.

Soc/a/ confacf w/fh other women
Women attending agencies with group programs talked particularly o f the help and 
support they got from being with other women in similar situations.

A 20-year-old woman, expecting her first child and living in  supported 
accommodation, felt she was getting really good help at present in terms o f practical 
help, social contact and understanding:

I've got accommodation. It's cheap accommodation. I'm not by myself which is important 
and there are people here in the same situation. I didn't know a place like this existed. I 
was really lost. I don't know where I would've been now because I couldn't afford the rent 
I was paying where I was and I was too isolated. You're not treated like a number. You're 
treated with a bit of dignity, a person.

Both the Vietnamese and Turkish women named the women's groups they attended 
as among what they find most helpful in their contact with agencies. Women in the 
Turkish group commented:

We come here see each other, we're happy, we talk, we do something. When we go outside 
from the house we see the world new. When we stay home we don't know what to do.

Two women answered about what was most helpful in their contact with agencies 
with reference to the women's house they attend: "You belong. It's people caring 
and sharing" and "If you haven't got friends you may as well not be alive".
What is unheipfui?
We asked the women in the individual interviews whether they could think of a time 
when they went to an agency for help and the agency was very unhelpful. More 
than half the women (16) could readily give us an illustration. Others commented: 
"It's just the way they treat you". As mentioned above, the women had been to a 
wide range o f agencies. The most frequent examples (6) o f unhelpful contact were 
of the treatment the women received when seeking financial help. There were also 
accounts of long waiting times and broken appointments (4), of specific assistance 
not being available (2), of differing perceptions between the women we interviewed 
and the worker of what help was needed (2) and of quite inappropriate services (2). 
(O nly one exam ple o f an unhelpful contact referred  to one o f the agencies 
participating in  the study). W hen we asked the more general question of what 
women find least helpful when they go to community agencies, some (11 in the



individual interviews) women did not have an answer for this question, reflecting 
the positive experiences o f some. The main themes o f concern lo r those who did 
respond were the way they are treated by the workers (6 individual and 4 group 
interviews), a range of problems around access to agencies such as appointments (8 
individual and 6 groups), and inappropriate help (2 individual and 2 groups). Again 
the themes overlapped in various ways.
The way they treat you
The way some workers in some agencies treated the women, particularly when they 
needed money, was a common theme in what was least helpful in their contact with 
agencies. Women readily spoke of their resentment of the processes o f having to ask 
for money:

I had no money. I'd paid the rent. I'd paid the electricity bill and that was it. There was 
nothing. They both had to be paid or I'd be cut off. I had nothing. I went to Social Security 
first and they shoo you away like you're a bad smell. And where else do you go for money? 
I went to the Salvation Army and they told me to go to the court. You walk in and you feel 
sO big [she made an expressive gesture indicating approximately 2 cm] and there was this 
guy who took me through the third degree. It's none of his business! Why did I need the 
money, what had I done with my money, hadn't I been paid, why was I unemployed, why 
couldn't I go and beg and borrow off Mends and neighbours? I was devastated. I felt bad 
enough as it was and he just degraded me down to absolutely rock-bottom level. 
Begrudgingly he gave me $20 and he said: "People like you make me sick".

A 21-year-old single mother with a toddler illustrates some of the desperation of 
poverty, both her own and other women's:

Two weeks ago I had no food, no money, no nappies, no milk. Nothing! [An agency] gave 
me a food parcel, most out of date, it was mouldy. I felt they were rude. I was upset. I know 
they give out little Mod vouchers but they wouldn't even do that, not even $5.1 don't think 
they believed me 'cause a lot of people go there and say "I've got no nappies, no milk, can 
you give me a food voucher?" and they'll go and get it cashed and spend the money on 
smokes. So I don't think they believed me.

Resentment about being questioned by relief agencies was common:
Sometimes you have to tell them your whole life story more or less and sometimes they 
give you a lousy $5, you can't even buy anything.
You get questioned like you get questioned in a police station. They want to know 
everything. I feel some agencies make you feel like a real scab.

Social Security officers came in for assorted criticism:
Social Security. The most rudest people. They take your pride away. Take so long to serve 
one person, really long queues, no toilet facilities for babies and children. I wouldn't even 
go there for a voucher any more.

While many o f the women talked about the way they were treated by people in 
relief agencies and government offices, comments were also made about going for 
help with personal problems:

They try to run your life; "I've been to school. I've been to college. You haven't so I know 
better". Like your mother — "You do as you're told".
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Prob/ems of access fo services
Access problems raised by the women included problems with appointments, 
endless referrals, waiting times, language difficulties, transport, information and 
lack o f services. Making appointments, making phone calls that were not returned 
and broken appointments were an issue for a number o f women:

Making appointments in two weeks. You need the help now, not tomorrow or next week. 
A woman and husband who sought counselling, following the disclosure of incest, 
found one worker broke three appointments and "never bothered to get in touch". 
The woman spoke o f "hanging around and nobody telling you nothing", while 
waiting tensely with her unwilling husband for an appointment that had been 
broken.

An older Vietnamese woman commented on her problems of access in terms of 
being referred on, and o f language:

I don't find anything really helpful because usually they refer me to another person and 
then another person. And I want my children to help [interpret], but my children are busy.

Another Vietnamese women spoke o f the problems of not speaking English:
Sometimes if I go to an office and there's no Vietnamese interpreter there I fee! hopeless 
and sad and ask myself why I can't learn English.

With young children she finds it is hard to go to regular English classes though she 
tries to listen to language tapes at home. Also she had no formal education in 
Vietnam.

Even with an interpreter there can be problems as another Vietnamese woman 
outlined:

I remember once when I went to an agency to apply for a health care card and there were 
many people there so I had to wait for a long time. So when my turn came it was nearly 
closing time and the interpreter there didn't want to help me because he said there was no 
more time. I felt upset. They told me to come back another day, but I have my children and 
even if I came back another day there's still more and more people waiting there.

An 18-year-old woman with a two-year-old gave an example o f waiting in an 
agency:

Legal Aid. They made me sit there for two and a half hours and then said: "Sorry we can't 
help you. Do you want to go home?" and they didn't even ask me what the hell I was there 
for. I got there 6.30 at night, saw all those other people. They let me sit there and my little 
girl was hungry and they wouldn't even listen to what I wanted to say which is a real pain.

Lack of information about services was an issue. It was felt that agencies could pass 
on useful information and do not. One example given was that "they don't give you 
information about ways to pay gas and electricity".

The young women from the pregnancy support service particularly emphasised 
that it was hard to find out what services are available.

Lack o f services was also highlighted by a woman with a history o f psychiatric 
illness:

There is nowhere for people with psychiatric illness. I'm not violent. I was severely 
depressed. But there was nowhere to live, nothing available.
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The problem of contacting women's refuges was raised:
Sometimes you can't get in contact. I was stuck out, didn't have anywhere to sleep. I rang 
up women's refuge referral. The answering machine was on.

The Turkish women wished there were more agencies with facilities similar to the 
community health centre so that their social world could be extended from its very 
limited state.
/nappropr/afe he%3
The women referred to a variety of unhelpful contacts with agencies that could be 
roughly categorised as inappropriate help. One example o f a service that was seen 
as inappropriate was a pregnancy advice centre that showed a 17-year-old pregnant 
young woman a video on abortion:

It was quite revolting. After I watched the video I knew it was the Right to Life people. 
One woman struggling to bring up two children after her husband left her found that 
agencies she contacted:

Only know how to deal with crisis, not preventing something from getting to that crisis. 
[She had contacted an agency about foster care but her needs were not seen as important 
because she was not in crisis], I was coping quite well but I started to initiate something 
that I knew I needed in my life. [She also felt agencies tried to control her]. I find it very 
difficult with agencies and with friends, in that the way they help you is to take control of 
the situation and that's not always helpful, most of the time it is more undermining and 
oppressive in a way.

Another single m other had similar difficulty obtaining help when she was not 
obviously in a crisis state because she wanted to retain some privacy:

One time I was very depressed. I went to see one of the staff [at an agency] to ask if the 
kids could have a week somewhere, a home, and I could have a break just for myself. I 
don't like to tell the person I'm seeing every little thing, and because I didn't tell her the 
whole thing she didn't sort of help. She says "You'll be all right", but I could feel myself I 
wasn't all right. I was very depressed, but I feel very uncomfortable telling people a whole 
lot of problems. I just sort of feel like if you say "I really need a break, could you arrange 
for the kids to go somewhere for a week?" they should be more helpful. It's not only myself. 
I'm sure a lot of women feel like that. You don't feel like you really have to tell them every 
single thing.

Another woman seeking one sort of assistance talked of going to an agency and 
ending up with help she did not need:

The first time I was after a money thing for the kids' excursions and I walked out with a 
box of food instead. And I had food!

Some women did not appreciate being referred for financial counselling when a 
crisis arises:

On a low income you manage well, then the hot water service blows up— you can't budget 
for that. They say you're not managing so go to counselling. It really puts a woman down. 
It's not that you don't cope. [And the local financial counsellor] doesn't help. He 
concentrates on luxuries like insurance and holidays rather than necessities — gas, 
electricity, rent and food*



A w om an attending a sexual assault service had previously  approached a 
psychiatrist:

The psychiatrist gave me a handful of sleeping pills, told me the problem [sexual assault] 
had nothing to do with him and "I don't know why you told me".

The worker
In the interviews, we asked the women what are the most important things about the 
worker they see when they go to an agency. The responses came readily and 
typically described a worker who makes you feel comfortable, is friendly, listens to 
you and understands, someone you can trust and talk to, who shows a willingness to 
help and who treats you as an equal. The large majority (23 o f 27) o f women's 
answers included one or more of these aspects. The remaining four included two of 
the Vietnamese women who emphasised the language skills of the worker and two 
women who specified the gender of the worker. A few women made additional 
specific points. Some o f the comments about what is most important about the 
worker included:

When they ask if you want a cup of coffee and sit down and you talk to them about your 
problems.
Someone who looks like you, jeans. Some workers I've seen have wom jeans and a T-shirt 
and I feel comfortable with that. That's what I wear. Someone not wearing a suit and tie 
and sophisticated.
It's important that they take an attitude that the worker doesn't know everything. Be willing 
to say "I really want to help you, I can see you're in great distress, we'll work this out bit 
by bit", try not to pretend they've got all the answers.

Conciusion
The experiences o f the women in seeking help varied considerably both in terms of 
the numbers o f agencies they had been to and in terms of whether or not they found 
the contacts helpful.

When asked to describe what they had found helpful in their contact with 
community agencies the women in the study pointed to seeing someone to talk to 
who understands, practical help and being with other women in the same situation. 
What was unhelpful was being treated in degrading ways, difficulties in access to 
services and being given inappropriate "help".

What are the implications of the women's comments for agencies providing 
services? These can be drawn together under four main headings:

* the relationship with the worker
* practical assistance
* being with other women
* accessibility o f services

7%e fAe worker. The women want to see someone who is friendly,
understanding, listens to them and who treats them as an equal. Where agencies do 
not provide such workers, the women attending the agencies will not return if  they 
have a choice, or if  they have no choice but to return , their feelings o f 
powerlessness and lack o f self-esteem will be compounded.

46 Giving women voice



Praca'cal oMMmncg. The prime importance for many low-income women in 
having assistance with their material situation was emphasised. It is important that 
the real need for material assistance be recognised and that it be given in a way that 
is not degrading.

Being witA ofAer wo/nen. For a number of women with whom we talked the 
opportunity o f being with other women in similar situations was one of the most 
helpful contributions o f the agencies they attended. For a few this was in supported 
accommodation, for others in women's groups or less formal contact in community 
agencies.

-AccasgiMiiy o f services. The women needed to know what services were 
available. This was particularly an issue for newcomers to an area and for those 
who did not read or speak English. Once in contact with agencies, agency practice 
in terms o f such things as long waiting times and broken appointments were 
important to the women, both for their practical impact on their lives and as an 
indication o f the value the agency placed on them as people.

These aspects of the women's experience o f using community agencies fit 
readily with parts of the feminist framework outlined in Chapter 1. Having someone 
to talk to who understands and not being treated as less than equal both relate to the 
practice strategy o f an egalitarian approach. The question of "appropriate" help can 
be seen in terms o f service user orientation, which includes a focus on what the 
women themselves see as their own goals and problems. Practical assistance is 
listed as a strategy in itself. Being with other women in the same situation Sts with 
the strategies of working in groups and social education. The question o f access to 
services relates to the agency practice. The practice strategies will be explored in 
more detail in Chapters 6 and 7. First we will turn to the experiences o f the women 
providing services.
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chapters Providing services
Discussions were held with small groups o f the women who worked at each of the 
seven agencies participating in the study to explore their experience of providing 
services to low-income women. We asked about the agencies' goals and about the 
ways of working with women each agency found most successful.

The agencies' goais
All the agencies provided services for women living on low incomes but the 
agencies had a variety  o f target groups, goals and attitudes to their service 
provision.

Some agencies provided services specifically for women (the wom en's house); 
some did not exclude males in theory, but in practice provided services for women 
only (the pregnancy support service, which was for lone "parents") or 
predominantly for women (the sexual assault service); some provided specific 
services for women within a diverse program (the women's groups run by the 
community health centre); some provided services for "parents" and children, but 
found that the large majority o f the parents were women (the child-care centre, the 
family support centre) or for low-income people, and again found that most 
participants were women (the poverty action group).

Again some agencies aimed to woik specifically with low income people (the 
poverty action group); some with people with other characteristics who all or nearly 
all also live on low incomes (the family support service, the child-care centre, the 
women's house, the community health centre); and some provided services for 
women in particular situations, some, but by no means all, of whom were living on 
low incomes (the pregnancy support service and the sexual assault service).

Workers at four o f the agencies said that the service had goals particularly for 
women:

SexMaf aaMM/; centre. The sexual assault centre had explicit goals at a number of 
different levels, from a broad goal of social change and change in community 
attitudes to women and the elimination of sexual assault, to providing women who



are survivors o f sexual assault with a support service that empowers them to take 
control over their lives.

women's Aonsc. The women's house goals included: giving women power 
over their lives by providing choices; raising women's self-esteem; building 
networks between women to overcome isolation; providing a physically safe place. 
It offers individual and group support as well as working on a community and 
government level to encourage a more equal living environment for low-income 
women and their families.

Pregnancy support service. The goals o f the pregnancy support service included 
service provision to single pregnant women and single mothers with infants, and 
developing and/or increasing community awareness and responsiveness to issues 
relevant to these women, in particular low cost housing options. Workers expressed 
a commitment to the concept o f opportunities for women and enabling women to 
look at options.

Community AeaM centre. The women's groups at the community health centre 
had the goal o f "empowering" women. The Tuikish and Indo-Chinese women's 
groups' goal&included providing access to services, education on rights, building up 
self-esteem, helping women make their own decisions, networking for support, 
social contacts, lobbying for the women and education on women's health issues.

The other three agencies' goals were less specifically for women:
Poverty action group. The poverty action group saw its goals in terms of 

self-help rather than service delivery and for low-income people in general rather 
than women in particular. Although a few men are involved, most members are 
women. "W e were just a lot of housewives who wanted to do something about our 
own lives and to improve the service delivery [of local agencies]". Goals included 
provision o f support, information, assistance in finding workable solutions and 
increasing self-esteem and skills.

Family support service. The family support service's goals were in terms of 
preventive interventions with disadvantaged families experiencing difficulties, 
particularly in parenting. Its focus had recently changed from being a women's 
support group to a family service. Although its users remain predominantly female, 
m en are encouraged to attend.

CAiM-carc service. The child-care service's goals were to provide quality and 
affordable child-care fbr.low income families, many of which are headed by single 
mothers. Goals included providing women with time out from child-care and 
providing support in parenting.

The workers' goats — empowering women
W hile the agencies' goals fo r w om en varied , w orkers at all agencies saw 
"empowering women" as at least one o f their goals and for some it was their major 
goal.

What did "empowering women" mean to the workers? Definitions varied, but 
included: expanding women's knowledge o f services and o f themselves and their 
confidence to make decisions; providing support to enable women to have more
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control over their lives and to be able to make decisions for themselves; increasing 
women's self-esteem in terms o f their strengths and skills. The common themes 
from the various discussions o f empowerment could perhaps be summarised as 
increasing women's control over their lives by increasing their decision-making 
skills, their self-esteem, their knowledge, including self knowledge, and their 
capacity to act in their situations.

A few of the agencies were explicitly feminist in their work in that all workers 
shared feminist values and these influenced both the organisation of the agency and 
their approach to women using the services. In other agencies there was not an 
explicit feminist approach at an organisational level, but individual workers often 
held feminist values and saw their practice in these terms. Overall, 14 o f the 20 
workers interviewed identified their approach to working with women as feminist, 
two indicated their approach to working with women was not feminist, three were 
uncertain and no answer was obtained from one. At least one worker in each o f the 
seven agencies described her approach to practice as feminist, while in four of the 
seven agencies all the women we interviewed did so.

When the workers outlined what a feminist approach meant to them the most 
frequent responses were in terms o f working towards gaining equal opportunities 
for women. The workers also stressed the importance of respecting women and 
their rights. Comments included:

[Feminism] is related to empowering women. Women haven't had equal opportunities and 
equal choices. The underlying factor when I work with women is to try to rectify that.
Working with women in a way that you're all equal but different women offer different life 
skills and that you treat each person with a feeling of self-worth and respecting them and 
accepting them for where they are at this stage and offering choices and alternatives so they 
grow.

A few of the workers were perplexed about the implications of the label "feminist" 
for working with men, seeing some proclaimed feminists to be anti-male. While 
they strongly supported women's rights and empowering women on low incomes 
they felt it was necessary to spell out their support for men in similar situations:

I don't know if I am [a feminist] or not. Men are as important [as women]. Men who are 
now isolated because their wives have left them on their own, they come here. They are 
just as sensitive and as hurt and bewildered by society as the women are. We are 
predominantly a group of women but we are a group of women who like men and have 
respect for other people.

Working with women
Empowering women was a goal of all the agencies. We discussed with the women 
working in the agencies the ways o f working they found m ost successful in 
achieving their goals, in particular in their work with women on low incomes.

The experiences the workers drew on necessarily reflected the particular agency 
in which they worked. Six of the seven agencies were staffed solely by women. 
However, a number of the agencies were under the auspices o f larger organisations, 
with men in the higher positions. As outlined above, some o f the agencies worked
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only with women (and often their children) while some also had small numbers of 
men among their service users. So some agencies provided all-female settings, 
others did not. Another important variable in considering the experiences o f the 
workers was the particular focus of the work o f the agency, ranging from sexual 
assault counselling to poverty action. Because o f these differences the experiences 
of the agencies will be presented separately in this chapter, while their 
commonalties will be explored further in the following chapters.
Sexual assault centre
The sexual assault centre provides 24-hour crisis care, follow -up individual 
counselling, group and public advocacy. The women working at the sexual assault 
centre talked o f the importance of the following:
Dewy.? trying counselling

We are very clear about saying where we're coming from, simple things like saying what 
our confidentiality policy is, that we don't do any mystical or magical things, what we do 
is provide information and support.

Minimising rite ciienf-f/terapisf fype o f relaffoMs/Mp
We are keen to minimise that as much as possible so we use ourselves in counselling where 
appropriate. We talk about our own experience and continually refer to the broader context. 
There is no difference between the women who walk through the door and us working here 
— it could be us walking through the door because sexual assault is a problem that can 
happen to any woman.

/McreaHHg r/te women's self-esteem anti sense pfpersonafpow er
This is particularly important for sexual assault as they have been at one extreme end of 
the continuum. They've had any power or any control totally stripped away from them so 
it's really important in any work that you do with someone that they are aware all along 
the line that they have choices and options. It takes a while for it to really sink in that they 
can come somewhere and really have control over their experience here and choice over 
whether a Hie is kept or not, if its kept it's totally open to them, whether they use their own 
name or not, whether they report to the police or not, whether they want a medical 
examination or not. From the very first point the woman is given the information and 
supported in making her own decision, not being told what to do or advised what to do and 
she is encouraged and validated. That's another way we differ from traditional counselling 
agencies in that we take a particularly strong positive view of the women. As far as we're 
concerned, after she comes here she should leave the door feeling good about herself, 
feeling better, that's she's a good person.

Important in this process is making it clear to the woman who has been sexually 
assaulted that it is 'TOO per cent not her fault".
Relating fAe wom ans experience to fAaf o f others

Saying that other women go through that, without taking away from her experience. 
Incorporating a  sociai-polificai analysis o f wAai fAe assault is

It's important that the woman doesn't carry personal responsibility for the attack. She gets 
to a point where she can realise it's a social issue, a gender issue. We see that as being 
successful counselling for women at that stage. Having a social analysis to hang their 
experience on seems to work really Well. I haven't worked with one woman who has
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rejected that analysis, that it's about power, and who are the perpetrators. It has powerful 
implications for their life.

.SocM/ e/H/Mwer/newf involving groups and .social action
We have a strong commitment to running groups so that women can share their experience 
and support each other. One of the groups has continued to meet even though they have 
finished here... We support the women becoming politically active.

Practical assistance and advocacy
This was particularly important for low-income women. Workers stressed the need 
to address immediate survival issues o f lack of money, o f a safe place to live, before 
much attention can be paid to counselling aimed at looking at self-esteem and 
developing an understanding of the assault:

Women who live in [high-rise] Ministry of Housing estates are extra vulnerable because 
when they go out at nights they are not in safe surroundings. They might not be able to 
afford deadlocks on their doors or cars or taxis.
Social factors can really inhibit a woman's recovery. Social resources and supportive 
networks and money, good accommodation, safety. Then she's able to recover [from the 
assault] much more quickly.

o f language in counselling
The use o f more complex language was seen as inappropriate in working with 
women with limited education. Workers found the idea of women's "rights" was 
readily accepted.
T/?e women's house
The women's house provides groups for isolated low-income women of different 
ages, and a domestic violence group and some individual support. The main focus 
o f  the house is the groups. The women are all involved in  collective house 
management and group representatives form a management committee. The house 
provides both  transport and child-care. The w om en w orking in  the house 
emphasised the following approaches as being most successful in their work:
The uge o f ruler
The group rules are a major focus o f the work of the house and are agreed to by the 
wom en and displayed prominently in the house. They consist o f seven rules 
covering confidentiality , supporting each other, listen ing  to each other, no 
put-downs, no backstabbing, time (for all who want it) and equality (every woman 
having an equal say). The rules give the women the experience of:

resolving conflict in a different way, give an opportunity to change. Everything conies back 
to group rules. It takes a long time. We go over and over: "These are the rules, we don't put 
other women down because everywhere we go women are put down". We just say it a 
thousand times and come back and go through the conflict.

Modelling &y f/tg ttw%g?3
The workers try to model the rules through open, honest and appropriate behaviour:

You're living the rules, feeding back your honest reactions appropriately. They have to be 
real relationships. It's important we model today in the here and now... You build up a 
relationship with [the women], listening to what they say and making them realise they are
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worth listening to so they have self-worth. Everyone has a say, we try to be as equal as 
possible. Everything comes back to the group rules.

Raising se%f-esfeem /tor necessariiy in "seif-cstccm" sessions
Some women are reluctant to come to self-esteem groups, those who need it most — no 
way. So we do self-esteem every week. We call it games day or we talk about having loving 
relationships because that's something they want to talk about, but there's something very 
threatening about self-esteem as a concept. What it might mean to some women is that 
they'll be upset because theirs is very low and it's very embarrassing when you do a 
self-esteem exercise and everyone has to say something good about you. But we build that 
into groups and they love it — rather than a removed exercise...Bicycle riding can be a 
self-esteem exercise that's much more related to working-class women than to middle-class 
women — if you really want to go bike riding and this is your first opportunity.

The workers also related the women's involvement in social action around domestic 
violence to self-esteem. (The women in the group discussion did comment, "We 
have good self-esteem classes here. I f  w e're feeling low we build ourselves up"). 
Pregnancy support service
The pregnancy support service provides individual counselling, group education 
programs and supported and independent accommodation. The woman working at 
the service identified the following when asked about what ways o f working they 
found most successful.
EMCOMragerMenf o f peer snpporf
Peer support occurs both in the accommodation and in the group programs:

We encourage the women themselves to form their own networks and use each other or 
educate each other, for example, finding accommodation, parenting...We use a group 
approach for education.

Wbrk OH sei^esfeem
The environment is an accepting one, including the staff. The women feel comfortable and 
come here and say "There's others like me around, maybe I'm not as bad as I thought I 
was". I think that helps their self-esteem, giving them a place...We run separate ante-natal 
classes as hospitals run classes which are couple-oriented. If you're single and if you're 
relinquishing your child you feel uncomfortable [in hospital classes].

Goof setting
We use a goal-centred approach. We use a written contract. They specify their goals in 
different categories, for example pregnancy.
[Also] In the contract the conditions are clearly outlined about what services we provide, 

/n/brmafion provision and decision-making
There's certain information that one has to give with pregnancy. Future planning is difficult 
with teenagers. It's something we constantly grapple with in trying to introduce different 
ways of doing groups and involving them in decision-making about what information they 
need. We try to deal with the present— when they are pregnant deal with pregnancy, after 
the baby, with child-care...In working with adolescents we use the principle of client 
determination, providing a lot of structure, encouraging their own decision-making.
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Community hea/fb centre
The com m unity health  centre provides a wide range o f health , w elfare and 
community development services. We spoke to four o f the community health 
workers who were involved in both individual counselling and group programs. 
These included a Turkish and a Vietnam ese worker. The workers raised the 
following as ways of working they had found successful:
.A conwHMHiy deve/qpTweHf conhHMM/H
The workers discussed their approach to working with low-income women as 
starting with a one-to-one contact from which the women are then enabled to move 
into a women's group, from which in turn issues may be identified that can lead to 
campaigns for social change.
Oag-fo-owg work wit/: Jow-mcomg wowga wz'?k low sgy-ayfee??!

In case work set very simple tasks to build up successes. Short-term achievable goals as 
simple as going with them to the tenants' tribunal and licking the bastards, but that 
empowers her to go with someone else — because we can't always do it.

Vow-verbal fMgfkods of workfor women wko knve in verbalising
In case work, draw things, write things on boards, finger paint. Using visual things, symbols, 
non-verbal methods to reach people is one of the more successful ways.

In women's groups, an example was given of using a mobile to talk about family 
systems and balances and what happens to the balance when a partner leaves. 
Another example was of making collages from magazines of how women would 
like to be.
GroMp work
The importance o f groups was stressed because of the women's social isolation and 
the group's potential as a link to a support network. One of the workers outlined 
different approaches to running parenting groups with low-incom e women as 
opposed to middle-class women using:

Less quantity of material. Be more visual. People have no concept of being able to come 
every week. So instead of a 10 or 12 week course I broke it into groups of four weeks and 
dealt with just one aspect and always picked up what I did last week. A support group is 
terrific because you can build on it, but it doesn't work [if people don't come regularly] so 
you've got to build intimacy and trust in one session and it works on a week-to-week basis.

An ongoing domestic violence support group was run on four-week modules, one of 
which was entitled "pampering" and involved going out for coffee and cake. 
Practical a^Mfance
This was emphasised as important for starting with the women's problems and for 
developing trust.
#o/ne vfHR a?Kf
Both the Vietnamese worker and the Turkish worker pointed to the importance of 
m aking home visits to the women with whom they worked, particularly with 
women with low self-esteem. In contrast another worker noted that the Australian 
women with whom she worked who lived in rooming-houses are "not proud of their 
homes so they don't want you to go there".
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Poverty acf/on group
The poverty action group 's program  involves advocacy, social action, fam ily 
support and dissemination of information. The full-time worker emphasises that 
their focus is self-help as opposed to service delivery. She summarises in a sentence 
what she has found to be a successful way o f working: "One-to-one (contact) with 
support o f everyone else that's here, but making sure they do it for themselves". 
Gne-fo-onc contact
This includes first relaxing the women who come to the centre, coffee; hours of 
talking about how the situation arose; getting the women to categorise what is their 
m ost pressing issue; identifying choices: "You can choose emergency relief and 
bingo every day"; identifying mistakes and learning &om them (learning to see 
warning signs: " I 'm  down, when I 'm  down I go bingo or eat too much"; and 
building up self-esteem:

They've never been told they can contributed always find something they can do that's 
unique. 1 build on strengths that they don't even know they've got

-Sapper;/w/H ofAcr low-income people
We're here to support each other. By having other low-income people here who have started 
to improve their situation [but can say] "I know what that's like", they [the newcomers] 
think that if she can do it so can 1. They are told by their husbands they are stupid or by 
their father or whoever or society in general tells them they're a failure. Meeting other 
people who are in a similar situation they can see it's not true for them, why should it be 
true for me?

Getting women to <%o it./or t/tentyeive-y
This includes supporting them in their contact with other agencies, sometimes 
accompanying them, more often discussing what to say in advance:

Sometimes women are completely depleted and you have to be sympathetic towards that, 
and you have to have known what it's like to have been there. Then I'll go in and fight for 
them and ensure they get the door open and their foot in there. Then you step back. Even 
if you've got to sit here and tell them word for word what to say and they do it themselves 
and they have to believe they did it.
Professionals feel more comfortable if they think they are dealing with me, but I have the 
person with me and say you tell them. Teaching them "Go where the power is — don't 
muck around with underlings. If you sit back passive nothing happens". We always ask 
them to come back and tell us how they got on.

-Social action
[The women] came in, cut out papers. The only way we know what's going on is by reading 
about i t  And if you don't agree with it write to the paper about it.

Issues tackled range from targeting respite care places for children at risk to 
Ministry o f Housing charges and Social Security matters. Both state and federal 
ministers have been invited and come to speak with the group.
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Fam/Vy support se/v/ce
The family support service has a group program of activities and discussion groups 
as its primary focus, but workers are also involved in individual work. The women 
working in the service discussed the importance o f the following:
Aw in/brwa/ approach rAarybcMses on .yfrengf/M

At the outset, it's very low-key, very informal, not the traditional counselling on problems 
and difficulties. The initial contact we do a home visit, make contact, introduce ourselves 
because it's intimidating to come into a group all on your own. We develop some rapport 
and trust. When they do arrive we wait until an interest is expressed in something available 
here. Focus on whatever strengths and skills a person has as a starting point and having 
practical activities. Discussion [about what children eat and dealing with children] can 
come up in a really relaxed informal way in the kitchen cooking lunches as opposed to 
having a group on cooking or on nutrition. It's a put down — "we think you need to go to 
a skills class on parenting".
It's quite a slow process the way we work. It's not like a whiz-bang behaviour modification 
program where someone comes and talks and you send them out with ten skills. It's much 
longer, much slower. In some circumstances we provide a home, somewhere for them to 
go over a period of months.

Women are encouraged to use each other as support with the staff facilitating a 
positive mutual support network.
A fa/nf/y approac/t
Both children and parents are involved together in the centre and in family outings 
and fathers are encouraged to be involved, although they are few in number. It is 
recognised that women may need women-only groups in  some situations, for 
exam ple for dom estic v iolence support, and w om en are put in touch w ith 
appropriate local services that provide these groups.
Afo<%c//ing
Modelling by the worker is also used, for example, in ways o f dealing with conflict.
CMcf-care centre
The child-care centre's primary service is with children. However the women 
working in the centre have considerable contact with the women who bring their 
children to the centre. Elements of that contact they discussed include:
7%c value of tn/brnta/ contact

It's natural for them to talk to us. People can say things to us because we have to 
communicate about the kids anyway...They see us as looking after kids. Therefore they can 
relate to us. They see us as in the same situation as them— looking after the kids. It's more 
difficult for the social worker than the child-care worker as she is often coming in because 
of problems with the children.

Positive rein/breefnen? antf Aonasiy
The workers spoke of the importance of telling a woman that her child is doing well 
or saying something good about what she is doing because of the positive effect this 
has on her self-esteem. However:

Honesty goes both ways. They do want you to be straight with them and they do know 
when you're not being straight. Honesty is enormously important, for example child-care



issues and hygiene. You become someone who is not just the ogre, but someone who is
concerned and that comes across.

Themes
While the agencies differed in various ways in their target groups and goals they did 
have a common goal across agencies o f empowering women. In discussion o f what 
they found to be successful ways o f working with low-income women a number of 
common themes emerged, although each theme was not necessarily given equal 
prominence at each agency. The main themes were;

* the importance of increasing the women's self-esteem
* relatively informal relationships with workers
* group activity and peer support
* practical assistance
* social action

fncreaHng sey-esfeefn. Increasing self-esteem was approached in various ways by 
the agencies and was interw oven w ith the other them es. Aspects m entioned 
included: giving women lots of choices in relation to their contact with the agency; 
providing an accepting environment; focusing on their strengths; taking a strong 
positive view of women; setting simple tasks to build up successes; providing peer 
support; and, for some, home visits; for others, social action.

/w/bfTHa/ rc/ariaM^ips wifA workers. This relates to the need to be treated in an 
egalitarian way by the workers. Aspects included the workers sharing their own 
experiences as women and also being involved in various activities with the service 
users. Agencies emphasised the importance o f this for developing trust and 
increasing self-esteem.

Group activity and peer support. Group activity and peer support were seen as 
important in reducing social isolation, developing networks, and often enhancing 
self-esteem. Practical activities were mentioned by some, a group approach to 
education, support groups and social action by others. One agency found group 
rules developed by the women a useful means for dealing with conflict; other 
agencies, had less formal approaches to this.

Practical assistance. It was seen as important for the low-income women using 
the agencies that their immediate survival needs, including personal safety, be 
addressed often before other aspects o f their situations were considered.

Social action. Some agencies supported women being positively active and this 
was seen as important on a personal level in terms of self-esteem as well as for 
changing their situations.

The agency with the most clearly articulated feminist approach was the sexual 
assault service and it was distinguished to some extent from the other agencies by 
its explicit emphasis on a social-political analysis of the women's situations which 
the workers had successfully shared with women in counselling.

Three of these themes are among those that were raised most strongly by the 
women who use services in Chapter 4, namely the nature of the relationship with 
the worker, practical assistance and peer support. The two themes that were not so
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clearly presented by the service users were raising self-esteem and social action. 
That lack of self-esteem was more frequently mentioned as a major issue by 
workers than by women using services has already been noted in Chapter 3. This 
could relate to some extent to differences in the words likely to be used by the 
workers and the service users. Social action will be discussed further in the next 
chapter.

These themes raised by the workers fit readily with some of the practice 
strategies outlined in Chapter 1 and will be explored in more detail in Chapter 6.
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chapters W ays of working

One element o f the practice framework outlined in Chapter 1 is that o f practice 
strategies and processes, or ways of working with women. Seven strategies were 
outlined from the literature reviewed: working in groups, engaging in social action, 
an egalitarian approach, service user orientation, sex-role analysis, and social 
education and practical assistance. Various elements of these ways o f working were 
raised spontaneously by the women themselves in answers to general questions 
about the help some users received (Chapter 4) and the services the workers 
provided (Chapter 5). However in individual and group discussions with the women 
using the services and the women providing services we explored more specifically 
their experiences o f these strategies. We will discuss each way o f working in turn.

Working in groups of women
All the seven agencies participating in the study worked with groups o f women. 
F our had group program s specifically  fo r w om en (the w om en's house, the 
community health centre, the sexual assault service and the pregnancy support 
service); the others had group activities that predominantly involved women, but in 
which a few men were at times involved (the family support service, the poverty 
action group and the child-care agency).
77?e women
The majority of women we talked with had experience o f women's groups. Overall 
20 o f the 27 wom en we interviewed individually were currently or had been 
members o f women's groups, most often at the agency through which we contacted 
them. All these women had positive things to say about being members o f a group 
of women, while some of them (12) also mentioned negative aspects. A number of 
women (10) had also had some experience in mixed groups o f men and women, and 
most o f these could identify advantages (9) and disadvantages (6) of mixed groups 
in certain circumstances. Six women had been members o f neither women's nor 
mixed groups.



The groups in which the women were involved included social support groups, 
parenting groups, pregnancy groups, domestic violence support and poverty action 
self-help. The groups varied from relatively formal meetings on a particular topic to 
quite informal drop-in activities.

Women readily responded when asked what they liked about being in women's 
groups and similar responses came from a variety o f women across Melbourne. 
Many women gave a number of responses. The positive things they mentioned 
included sharing experiences (5), being able to talk to other women (4), making 
friends (4), getting out of the house (4), having interesting activities (4), having fun 
(3), being able to receive help (2) and to give help (2), having a chance to forget 
one's problems (2), going on outings (2), and learning about specific issues such as 
pregnancy (2). Other comments included being with people who don 't look down 
on you, who care, and who speak your own language. Women in the group 
discussions made similar comments to those in the individual interviews.

One woman who had a history o f abuse as a child and suffered from domestic 
violence as an adult showed her enthusiasm for the family support service group 
program clearly:

It's very important to have groups around for women. A chance to meet other ladies and 
do activities which is most important. We share the same things in life, kids, maybe work, 
we all have to do the same role that's expected of us. It's good to go to a group to let your 
hair down a bit you know. Lots of ladies stay home and spend days on their own. I find it 
very depressing. At home with a baby who can't talk. It's good to be in a crowd of other 
women around you.
I come to this group quite a bit here. It's good. It's got sewing and all the activities you do 
here. It's lovely variety. You don't sit around chatting all the time, you can come out of 
your own life at home and make something. I love it when we go on a trip to the market. 
It's hilarious. I've not done any group that's as supportive as this. We have a lot of fun here. 
We went on a camp here. It was unreal. The workers helped us with the food and the kids 
— for a week — it was fantastic. We were up to about four in the morning. We went 
horse-riding and all.

A woman commented of the Indo-Chinese women's group to which she belongs:
It's very helpful. We can get together. We can talk. I can forget the worries at home. We 
can go on excursions. We have the same language. We can talk easily to each other.

The young wom en living together in supported accom m odation during their 
pregnancy commented:

It's good to come in here and know you're not the only single mother in the world. The 
girls make it easier. We've known each other for one to two months. We're like sisters. You 
know you can trust them because they're going through it themselves.

A few women mentioned the satisfaction of being able to help others:
If someone's got a problem you've had, if you can help someone out then that makes you 
feel good.
I feel group discussions are a lot better than just having one-to-one conversations because 
the rest of the people that are in the group can get knowledge from it themselves just by
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listening to what one person is saying. They can just sit there and think the same thing 
happened to me. I coped with it. I can tell this person about how to cope with i t

In some group discussions women expressed their enthusiasm for the groups they 
attended by such comments as: "I can 't wait till Tuesday".
The negative aspects o f being in women's groups fell into two main categories. The 
larger one has to do with what the women readily referred to as "backstabbing" (4), 
bitchiness (4) and being "cats" (2), while the smaller category of responses (3) had 
to do with the emotional stresses o f other women's problems.

An 18-year-old single mother outlined what she d idn 't like about the group she 
attends:

Bitchiness. When we gang up on one girl. I don't like it but sometimes the girl deserves it. 
I don't like doing it, hate it because I went through it at Winlaton. It's peer pressure. 
Confusing. I don't want to do it but everyone's doing it around me. I just want to get with 
the group.

The wom en at the w om en's house were very aware o f the house rules, which 
explicitly include "no backstabbing" as a way o f tackling this problem . One 
long-term group member comments:

In a group of people, different opinions, different personalities, so naturally there will be 
clashes so these rules are very important. They learn to discuss them in the group rather 
than go away and have a little natter session, three or four.

A woman who went to one meeting o f a domestic violence support group but did 
not return found the group too emotionally stressful:

I did join up but never went back because there was too much talk about how women got 
bashed up. It just reminded me of how I got bashed up.

A young woman expecting her first baby outlined both the good and bad aspects of 
her pregnancy support group:

You're not by yourself. There's always someone to talk to going through the same thing. 
You can make friends. But when you've got girls bursting into tears and throwing all their 
problems onto you that's no good. You see I worry about everyone's babies because some 
of the girls are junkies and just things like that. It's another worry and I don't need it at the 
moment but I can't help i t  It's hard.

Women's groups were clearly mom important for some women than others and at 
particular times:

Some people have that need, others don't. I've normally been with women but I'd rather 
be at home these days.

The timing o f participation in a group was a factor stressed particularly by a woman 
who had been sexually assaulted:

A year later I feel that I can join a group. I'm ready now to try. It was too difficult at first 
after the experience to join a group, even difficult talking to the worker.

Some of the agencies provided child-cam to enable women to attend groups. A few 
women in agencies where this was not the case mentioned lack o f child-cam as a 
barrier to their going to groups.
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How important is it that the groups be women's groups? For many women this 
issue was central. For some it was simply because if  it was all women it was "more 
relaxed, all friendly". For those involved in domestic violence groups and who had 
been victims of sexual assault it was crucial, as it was for the Turkish women.

Women discussed the possibility of men in a domestic violence group and 
dismissed the idea: "No! W e'd get up and kill!"

It wouldn't work. We wouldn't be able to sit here and talk about domestic violence like we 
do. We couldn't sit here and say "Oh God, he bashed me the other night", there'd be a big 
argument. He'd be sitting there saying "You deserved it" and the repercussions when you 
got home!
It depends on the problem. Domestic violence has to be a women's group. No good having 
a male. It defeats the purpose of having a women's group. We need privacy to talk about 
them. It's our escape. It's important to have a women's group.

A woman who had been sexually assaulted spoke of her difficulties in being even in 
the same room as men in a mixed class at a neighbourhood house.

As long as there's enough women there I'm happy. As long as they [the men] are not near 
me. I sort of sit on the other side of the room from where they sit.

All the Turkish women preferred a women-only group. One commented:
I prefer women if I have to say something about my problem. The men wouldn't understand 
my problem. I prefer talking to women.

It was very unlikely that their husbands would allow them to go to a mixed group. 
(In contrast, the Vietnamese women who appreciated their women's group also 
attended a mixed exercise group which they enjoyed.)

Women at the poverty action group placed less importance on having all-women 
groups:

It's good to talk in groups...Men have problems like anyone else.
The women who attended mixed groups commented on such advantages as being 
able to hear the male view, and also of enabling men to hear of women's problems. 
For some it was important that this was in a controlled situation. Disadvantages 
included initial discomfort and restriction on speaking about "women's personal 
things".

One woman talked of her initial discomfort at having a male worker in a group:
There was a bit of difference at first because you 're not really used to talking about different 
things in a group when there's men and women. It feels a bit uncomfortable because you're 
always used to having women in the group. After a while it's good to have them there 
because you find out how men feel about different issues.

A young woman attending a mixed anger and stress management course as part of a 
court order:

You hear the male's point of view on it and if you don't agree you can speak your mind to 
them without it turning into one great big argument. You can express your feelings to each 
other so it does help you. I guess it's better if it's combined because the male can see what 
the female's going through and the female can see what the male's going through.
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77?e workers
The importance that some agencies placed on working with women in groups has 
been outlined already in Chapter 5. Overall, working in groups o f women was rated 
as o f high importance by 13 of the 20 workers we interviewed. Those not rating it 
highly included the five workers at the child-care centre, where this was not a focus 
of their work. Some of the issues raised by the workers are drawn together below.

When should women go straight into a group and when should one-to-one work 
come first? A number of workers pointed to the importance o f individual work first:

From an advocacy role we move into a group situation. We find a lot of people are 
uncomfortable in groups, but once they've had some of that support it's much easier.

Other agencies are structured so that group activities are the main focus o f all 
contact. How can new members be successfully introduced into an established 
group and when should a new group be set up?

There are both advantages and disadvantages for new members joining an active 
established group.

W hat is the role of the worker in managing issues such as backstabbing? 
Workers at two agencies saw their roles in terms o f modelling appropriate 
behaviour:

Women enjoy being a part of activities that strengthen their relationships with other women. 
Sometimes they need a worker to help the process along, say what's a reasonable thing, to 
set rules and provide a non-threatening and enjoyable environment.
W hen are women-only groups preferable to mixed groups? Issues such as 

domestic violence and sexual assault were definitely seen as needing women's 
groups. A number of workers, but not all, saw working in groups of women as more 
successful than mixed groups in general. One worker commented:

There's a lot of things women won't share and won't talk about in a mixed group. 
However, this worker suggested that for women in partnerships a mixed group 
looking at parenting issues could be appropriate. One agency with a family focus 
was encouraging men to participate and the reactions from the women using this 
service varied from acceptance to less than enthusiastic.

Other issues raised by workers were the importance o f activity-based groups for 
some women and the need for appropriate child-care arrangements.

Social action
Workers at four of the seven agencies encouraged the women using the services to 
be involved in social action to bring about changes in the community or the society 
(the women's house, the poverty action group, the community health centre and the 
sexual assault centre). Workers in these agencies and in one of the others (the 
pregnancy support service) were also involved in social action, lobbying and social 
education on behalf o f the women using their services.
The women
We asked the women whether they had been involved in any community or social 
action. In the group discussions at least one person in each o f the groups (with the 
exception o f the pregnancy support service) identified some action they had been



involved in. In the individual interviews 14 of the 27 women had participated in 
some form of social action and o f these 14, eight had been involved in action 
specifically to improve the situation of women.

The types of actions reported ranged from signing petitions to demonstrations to 
meetings with politicians. Some were associated with the agencies participating in 
the study and others were not. The activities that were specifically concerned with 
women's issues included participation in domestic violence awareness campaigns, 
an incest vigil and a Reclaim the Night march. Two women had been involved in 
demonstrations about conditions for women in the work force.

The women who were involved in social action were mostly enthusiastic about 
it:

When the politicians come I say what I have to say. I feel a lot better. I feel great actually. 
Workers at the sexual assault centre noted that many o f their service users had 
attended a Reclaim the Night march and considered that it was really empowering 
and was the first time a lot of women had experienced being with other women in a 
positive way. The march was to bring to public attention the issue of women's lack 
of safety on the streets after dark. One of the women who had been involved in the 
Reclaim the Night march reported:

We weren't violent or anything. Just trying to get the message over to men that why should 
we go in the house and hide away at five o'clock in the afternoon just to be safe. We should 
be able to walk out in the street and feel safe without being threatened by them. It got a 
quite good response.

Three of the women interviewed had recently been involved in a rally in the City 
Square in which they read from the book they had had published about their 
experiences of domestic violence. All were enthusiastic:

It was good. It wasn't just women. There were men there too sitting there listening. We 
were up there telling them. All the community agencies that were there, like they're each 
backing you. It was good. We read parts of our book and we went and had coffee after...I 
mean twelve months ago I was shit scared, but now I've got my identity back. I'm getting 
stronger by the minute.

The worker from the agency commented that she could not think o f a better 
self-esteem exercise.

One woman looked back with some enjoyment to a protest march at a factory:
Fords were complaining we women were going to the toilet too much. Women go to the 
toilet a lot when they've got their monthlies. We had a march saying we've got to go and 
we should be allowed time and you can't time it exactly. We got allowed eventually.

Two of the Turkish women in the group discussion had been involved in marches, 
and all had petitioned for a Turkish-speaking worker at a community centre. The 
worker said that they would love to participate more in such activities, but that they 
cannot if their husbands disapprove. The most active and independent of the Turkish 
women had been "educated" by her more "radical" daughters.

One woman saw herself as involved in action on a personal level:
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In my everyday life I tend to talk to a lot of people about women. If I see any injustice 
happening I'm not backwards in speaking up about it, which has got me into hot water 
sometimes.

In response to this question about community or social action some women made 
general comments about helping other people. One young woman spoke o f taking 
her daughter's clothes to St Vincent de Paul:

I can't just take. I have to give back as well.
Another woman commented on organising a trash and treasure stall to raise money 
for the child-care centre:

It felt terrific. I wish there was another one going on.
Som e o f  the w om en who had no t been involved in any social action m ade 
comments such as: "I tend to stay clear" or mentioned lack o f time or interest.

I've got enough to do with my husband and two kids plus we're involved with the football 
on Saturdays and Sundays. So it doesn't leave much time.
I'm not actually interested in it that much. I don't see myself as a person who'd do anything 
like that. I've got a friend who's into improving all sorts of things.

One of those commenting on why she had not been involved in action to improve 
the situation of women in society said:

It will always be a man's world. I accept that though I don't like it.
One woman, handicapped by her lack of literacy and her domestic situation, said 
she would love to be involved:

Sometimes being involved, actually getting up and having your say in something you can 
be better off in a lot of ways.

777e w orkers
The workers at the four agencies that encouraged social action all rated this issue as 
o f high importance in working with women. Its importance lies both in the increases 
in self-esteem and confidence it can give women and in the changes that can be 
brought about in their situations and those o f other women.

The women's house workers noted that they encourage women to take social 
action that relates to their own life if  they are interested. Action has included 
considerable activity around the issue o f domestic violence, staging a play about 
teenage motherhood and another by older women. It is seen as an important and 
successful way of helping women to "Come out of the endless T can 't do anything' 
and make it into 'what could you do?"'

Issues raised in relation to social action included to what extent workers should 
initiate social action on behalf o f their service users or involving their service users; 
to what extent social action should be generated by the women using the services; 
should social action be part o f daily work or on a special event basis; how much 
time can be given to social action in relation to other ways o f working; are some 
women, for example young pregnant women, particularly unlikely to want 
involvement in social action?



While it was clear from the individual interviews that not all women were 
immediately interested in social action, it was also clear for some of those who had 
been involved that it provided a very positive experience in their lives. Some might 
be quite unprepared to be involved in working for social change at some stages o f 
their lives, but might gain and contribute significantly through social action at other 
stages.
An equal relationship
The importance o f having an equal relationship between worker and service user 
has been raised already by both workers and service users in earlier chapters in 
response to general questions. We also asked the women specifically about this 
issue. Workers at six o f the seven agencies said that they tried to achieve an equal 
relationship with the women using their agencies, although they raised various 
issues about this which will be discussed below.
Tlhe women
The idea o f having an equal relationship with the workers was very important to 
most of the women we interviewed. It meant for them such things as being treated 
"on the same level" and "not being looked down on". In the individual interviews 
26 o f the 27 women thought it was important to have an equal relationship with 
workers. (The one exception was a young woman at the pregnancy support service 
who emphasised the difference in roles o f the service user needing help and the 
worker doing a job.)

The majority of women (17) in the individual interviews felt they had had equal 
relationships with workers they had seen at various agencies, although some had 
vivid memories of where this had not been the case.

We asked the women why it was important to have an equal relationship. Some 
answered simply that it made them feel more comfortable, for some it was a matter 
o f their feelings of self-worth and for some it was important in allowing 
problem-solving to take place.

When they're eager to get back and give you feedback information it makes you feei like 
you're one of them, you're not just a piece of paper on the table. Sometimes I have problems 
identifying if I'm any different from them. It's a really good relationship.
You can actually get down to a problem. If you're not on equal terms one or the other will 
get offended. If they say you really must do something, it's your fault, you're not taking it 
as a belitdement you're taking it as a critical comment which has to be rectified. So yes it's 
important to be on an equal basis.
If you've got an equal relationship you can talk about something and they'll talk about it 
with you. And knowing they'll sit down and explain to you what they're talking about if 
you don't understand. A lot of social workers won't do that. They'll just tell you their way.

Comments about unequal relationships included:
They shouldn't think they're better than you because they're behind the desk where you'd 
like to be there doing the same, but you just can't in the situation. We're all equal people 
trying to survive.
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I mean they seem to think they're up on a pedestal some of them. Like they're sitting up 
like God saying they're the ones who can help you or not.

While wanting to be treated as equal human beings, one or two of the women did 
point to the importance o f workers' unequal skills. A woman seeking counselling in 
an incest situation:

I felt they were better than me, they could help me, they could understand the problems 
better, so could counsel better. Possibly their education has helped them because they've 
been educated in that line and gone through psychology things.

Achieving an equal relationship is a fairly broad concept and has various meanings 
for the women we interviewed. In the individual interviews we also asked the 
women about related issues, including whether they thought it was important for 
w orkers to  share their ow n experiences w ith them ; fo r workers to have the 
experience o f having children of their own; for workers to have the experience of 
living on a low income; and for the workers to be friendly. We also asked about the 
importance o f the workers' training and skills.

Workers scaring ?Ae:r own experiences. Workers sharing their own experiences 
with the women using services is an important aspect o f achieving an equal 
relationship. This was raised by some of the workers and we discussed it 
specifically in the individual interviews.

In the individual interviews 23 o f the 27 women considered that it was important 
for workers to share their own experiences (13 of the 27 had found that workers did 
share their experiences). Many commented that it was important because it meant 
that they knew better to what extent the worker understood their problem, they 
knew they were not the only one with the problem, it made them feel more 
comfortable-and made the worker seem more human. Some typical comments 
included:

The best social workers are the ones who've been through it themselves. You can talk to 
them a lot better.
It makes me feel more relaxed and heard and understood. You wouldn't get along if you 
didn't know anything about them.
It makes you feel more comfortable. You don't feel you're an outcast. Yeah, they're only 
human, they've got problems too. They're no different and that makes you feel really 
wanted and it's a good feeling.

Those few who did not think it important for workers to share their experiences 
made comments such as "they've got their lives to lead" or "they don't have the 
problems you've got". One added:

It can [help] in some way to know if they've done similar to what you've done, but when 
they say something you've never done before it doesn't really make sense.

The women in group discussions described various aspects o f the benefits of 
workers sharing their experiences. These ranged from a demonstration of trust to 
the hope that the situation can be overcome:
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They can help you more if they know what you're really going through. She [worker] told 
me once that her and her boy&iend just split up and she's not happy and that. So she lets 
you know and also that she trusts you as well as you trust them. They tell you something 
about them, that does really help you because you think maybe they have really gone 
through it.
You go to people who have had bad experiences who can cope now and be able to say "I've 
been through it too and I can really offer help". They're all terrific here.
Workers' experience o f ckiMren. One aspect of their relationship with workers 

that was raised by a number of women in group discussion was that of the 
importance of the worker having the shared experience o f having children. In the 
individual interviews we asked about this specifically, and 22 o f the 27 women said 
they thought it was important that a worker who is working with someone with 
children has children o f his or her own. It was felt by the large majority o f women 
that this would help the worker understand what they were going through:

Child rearing is something you don't understand until you do it yourself. There's lot of 
things difficult to comprehend unless you live it. I was a child-care worker. Still when I 
had my own children there was a lot I had to learn.
In the case of children it does matter because children are really unique and really special 
and unless you have practical experience, it's like you don't know a whole lot.

A few (5) felt that the w orkers' having children o f their own was not relevant 
because o f the sort o f help sought (for example with interpreting), because o f the 
workers' other experiences, or because of their training.

Workers' experience o f living on a  low income. The workers' understanding of 
what it is like to living on a low income was another important factor for many of 
the women. In the individual interviews all but two of the 27 women said this was 
important. Only half o f the women felt that the workers they see at a range of 
agencies understand what it is like to live on a low income. Various comments were 
made about the workers' lack o f understanding. Some women were keen to share 
their experiences with the workers:

They just don't realise how hard it is. If I could swap wages with a social worker for one 
day I would. They should be given the chance just to see what it's like having to cope with 
two kids and no money.

Although a few people felt workers could learn from the experiences of others, the 
general verdict was: "You really have to live on a low income to understand".

Fricnd/meay. Friendliness was a crucial element o f the worker's approach for the 
women interviewed. Ah 27 o f the women interviewed individually rated this as 
important. In their experience o f workers most (19), but not ah, had found workers 
friendly. Friendliness was seen as basic for receiving help.

It makes it easy for me to tell my story and they can help me.
If you know they're friendly then you can relax a lot more with them and sit down and 
come out with everything instead of having to hide most of it inside you, or instead of giving 
them a whole lot of bullshit.
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For one woman who had sought help for many years and only recently found 
friendly workers at an agency it has made:

A world of difference. My whole life is turned around. It's the willingness to help and really 
care. It eases the stress, takes the tension out of the situation. Brings back the equality too. 
Why they're not friendly is they tend to take a professional stance.

In contrast another woman who saw friendliness as important saw it as part o f 
professionalism.

frtH/Hng < 3 H < % W h a t  is the place o f professional education in the 
equal relationship? In the group discussions some women had been scathing about 
workers with qualifications, but lacking in personal experience. We asked the 
women in the individual interviews specifically what they thought o f the importance 
o f training, skills and knowledge.

Two-thirds o f the women (18) thought professional training was important while 
one-third (9) did not. However the large majority (25 o f 27) stated drat it was 
important for the workers to be skilled and knowledgeable. On the one hand the 
women looked to workers to have training and skills, on the other hand there were 
doubts expressed by some about the value of training without experience.

The range o f comments on professional training are illustrated by the following: 
They'd have to have training to get a better knowledge and understanding.
If I was employing I'd look into their personal knowledge as well as scholarship.
You can have all the skills in the world, go to uni, but if you hadn't been there and done 
that you still don't understand.

The workers
The attitude of the workers at the agencies participating in the study was generally 
that trying to have an equal relationship with the women using the services was an 
important aspect o f their practice. Overall, 14 o f the 20 workers rated this as having 
high importance. It was described by some agencies as "crucial" and as their "most 
successful strategy".

Aspects o f this equal relationship were seen to include:
We're very open. If we're thinking something we say it. I'm not here to tell you what to do 
of give you advice. I'm here to provide information, whatever you want, to support you 
whatever way possible. I'm not going to talk to anyone without your knowledge and 
permission. It's up to you how you use us.

All agencies raised issues pointing to the complexities o f aiming to achieve an equal 
relationship. Issues included perceived and real differences in  power between 
worker and service user; the distinction between having an equal relationship and 
being a friend; and the differences in the role of service providers with particular 
skills and service users without these skills.

Comments on power differences came from various agencies. Workers at the 
sexual assault clinic, which placed great stress on equal relationships, commented 
that in contrast to working with middle-class women:
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It's more difficult [achieving an equal relationship] with low-income women as they see 
you as the power. Women with socially disadvantaged backgrounds are used to being the 
receivers.

However it was clear from the low-income women we spoke to both at that agency 
and others that they greatly valued the equality they experienced.

There were some stresses for some workers in deciding where to draw the line in 
sharing their time and personal lives. This was particularly so for the Vietnamese 
and Turkish workers. The Turkish worker commented:

You want to be friendly but you don't want to involve your personal life at home. The 
women are very curious usually. Some of the things you can tell them, but some are 
personal.

One worker outlined the dilemma o f unequal resources and saw sharing as part of 
the solution:

Yes we're all equal, but you've got to remember you're not equal because I've some 
information and skills that they don't think they've got, but I'm willing to share.

Some workers had found sharing their experiences with the women with whom they 
worked a very valuable way of working. In one agency, for example, workers 
running a domestic violence group had shared their own experiences o f domestic 
violence. From the comments o f the woman sharing this was very significant.

One worker at another agency commented:
I can remember one parent who was quite astonished to find I was a single parent and was 
a lot more able to talk about her own situation without the fear she was being judged as a 
single parent, but I didn't go into lengths about what my situation is.

Another worker outlined some of the limits to such sharing:
I would share some [experiences] when it's appropriate. When someone is very vulnerable 
and has a lot of pain they don't want to hear about pains you've experienced, they want to 
hear that you understand their pain. So if I'm doing grief counselling, because I'm a widow, 
I might say when my husband died this or that happened, but IT1 say it in a way that I've 
worked through that grief. Sometimes with the sharing it's almost your demand that they'll 
feel sorry far you, so that's why I wouldn't do it in those first sessions where they are very 
vulnerable. I'm also aware that my life is a lot more comfortable so there's a lot of my life 
I don't like sharing because the gaps are too big. So [the sharing] is about being a woman 
and relating to men and about being a mother and having kids. I think you have to be careful 
about sharing. I've been in groups where people have tried to share stuff, but in the long 
run the group's focused on the leader. That's rather absurd.

Service user orientation
The way of working we have labelled service user orientation or woman-centred 
practice emphasises the worker giving primary attention to what the woman coming 
to the agency see as her own goals and problems. All the agencies participating in 
the study felt that they used such an approach.
77?e women
We asked the women in the individual interviews whether they found that the 
workers they had seen gave attention to what they saw as their problem. O f the 27



women, 16 answered "yes", but 11 had had experiences with at least some workers 
where this had not been so. W ithout exception the wom en all thought it was 
im portan t tha t a tten tion  was given to th e ir problem . For som e this was a 
demonstration of the worker caring and having time to listen, for others it related to 
conflicting definitions o f their concerns. Some of the responses follow:

Some [workers] will start off with the way they see the problem which does no good. Till 
they see it the same way as you see it they're not going to solve it. They'll try to force their 
way of thinking onto you.
They go off on their own problem about you and try and help you with that even if it isn't 
the problem. You might have a drinking binge now and then and they might go overboard 
and think you need drug and alcohol reassessment twice a week. It's ridiculous and you've 
got to do it. They speak of your children all the time and the worst thing a woman wants is 
to have her children taken off her.
Actually I've found some workers try to discourage you, especially if you believe in one 
thing, they say no you can't do that you've got to do it the other way. So you don't go ahead 
and do what you want. I was thinldng of working in the Ministry of Housing or Social 
Security office, having to do a lot with both of them and being a single parent yourself you 
could be more help to them and the worker said: "No you shouldn't go into that. Why don't 
you ask in a bank". That's not what I'm interested in. Why don't they encourage you for 
once?

Women in one group discussed the difficulties o f trying to get help when they have 
problems with their children, only to have the workers define they themselves as the 
problem:

A lot of people say "Oh she must be tired" or "She mustn't be able to cope", "You're the 
problem". But we are tired, maybe not physically, but mentally, with constant whingeing 
and crying. But going to see someone's not going to solve the problem.

In another group a technique for focusing on and identifying their problems was 
praised:

The social worker there's great. They've got this board. What they do is talk through it with 
you. Write it on this board so you're actually seeing it, they work through it with you step 
by step, take it slow. Not like you sit there and talk for two hours and walk out just as 
confused as when you went in. Talking about what you're saying, not the worker saying: 
"I think what's going on is such and such".

A related question that we asked the women in the individual interviews was about 
whether they found that workers helped them m ake their own decisions. The 
majority o f women (19) answered "yes" to this, while the remainder answered "no" 
(5) or "som etim es" (3). All the women thought this was important. They often 
valued information and advice and having options clarified, but not being pushed 
into a decision:

You're the one who really sorts your own problem out in the end and they should be there 
to support you and give you advice. But you're the one that's got to make that final decision.
It gives you more better feeling when you know you've made your own decisions — it's 
not the worker who's gone out and said do this.

Ways of working 71



72 Giving women voice

If you get pushed into doing something you won't do it.
One young woman highlighted her vulnerability in relation to decision-making and 
the importance o f choice:

I feel bullied into a lot of decisions. I feel bullied into which hospital I'm going to have my 
baby and all sorts of different things. I mean if you're a strong person you don't let them 
bully you, but if you're a weak parson you just go along with what they say. I'm more 
vulnerable now than I ever was. At least they could give you options and you choose because 
a lot of the time I haven't known what I've wanted and once given an option I can choose 
and say that's the best one.

Time to listen seemed another aspect of service user orientation. All 27 o f the 
women interviewed individually knew it was important for workers to have time to 
lis ten  to  them . The necessity  fo r tim e to listen  was as obvious as that for 
friendliness:

Because we only come when we need them and if they don't have time to listen, how can 
they help us?

While women acknowledged the time pressures woikers were under, it was really 
appreciated  w hen they w ere given tim e. One w om an gave the exam ple o f 
uninterrupted time in counselling situation:

Three times the phone rang and she said "Don't worry about that, let it ring, that's not 
important, you are". That made me feel good. Nothing was going to interrupt the time that 
we had. She wouldn't even answer the phone. That time was for me only. It was marvellous.
A lot of them are rush, rush, we've spoken for five minutes and that's it, get out the door. 
If it's just going in one ear and out the other it's a waste of time seeing them.
If they sit down and listen, even if they can't be helpful, if nothing can be done, but at least 
someone's listened to you. It takes the load off you.

77?e workers
All agencies tried to give primary attention to what the women saw as their goals. 
The majority of workers (13 o f 20) rated this as of high importance among ways of 
wotking with women. The agencies that placed somewhat less importance on this 
were focusing on children's and family needs.

Workers at a number of the agencies discussed the importance o f helping women 
to clarify their goals and cope with the pressure o f daily survival:

Often the women are very hazy about what their goals are. You've got to do a whole lot of 
other stuff before you can get to that. Because they're surviving their only goal is to keep 
their roof over their head. It's a much longer-term thing.
A lot of work goes into enabling women to see what their goals are, what their power is, to 
enable them to make up their own minds, to see that there are even any possibilities for 
them.
Their goal's to survive and not to be evicted, to be good parents. Sometimes you have to 
change things to be able to help them set goals, but it has to come from them. We talk about 
whether goals are realistic and how to achieve them. Most women are pretty soft — they 
want things for the kids, good food every day, all the normal things, but they dunk it's more 
than they're entided to.



Issues raised included goals that workers see as unrealistic, for example when after 
a sexual assault the women just want to forget it.
Sex ro!e analysis
Discussion of women's roles was a way of working used in one way or another at 
all the agencies, although the term "sex role analysis" was not used as such by the 
agencies or by the women.

Discussion o f gender was more explicit in some agencies than others. As 
mentioned above, the sexual assault service had the most clearly articulated 
approach to a social-political analysis of women's situations.
71f?e women
This top ic  proved one o f the m ore d ifficu lt to discuss w ith the w om en we 
interviewed. In the group discussions we asked the women how important they 
thought it was to discuss "women's roles". Some groups talked about this fairly 
readily; others made little response. The groups that did discuss women's roles 
thought this an important topic. Responses focused on domestic roles, blame for 
sexual assault and job  opportunities. In one group the following comment was 
made:

They should be equal, women and men, shouldn't be put into roles. Should be 50-50. A 
woman shouldn't be left to do everything. They can learn from each other. Share. Men think 
a woman's place is in the home. I don't!

The women at the sexual assault service commented that talking about women's 
roles was very important because it provided support and "took away self-doubts" 
in the face of "women being blamed for issues o f sexual assault".

One o f the ydung single women at the pregnancy support service felt that talking 
about women's roles was helpful, commenting that this:

Prepares you what to expect. You know you've got your life to lead, jobs out there waiting 
to be snatched up. It keeps you motivated more than anything.

In the individual interviews we asked the women whether the workers they have 
seen talk to them about "what society expects from you as a woman and the choices 
you have"? We also asked whether they thought such discussion was important. 
Overall eight o f the 27 women felt that wotkers had talked to them about society's 
expectations and women's choices. And 21 women (including those eight) thought 
it was important for workers to do this although a few (4) of these answered both 
"yes" and "no". Some women found the question difficult to answer and made such 
comments as: "I've not given it much thought to tell the truth".

The women who had experience of workers talking to them about women's roles 
gave examples o f the benefits, with comments about how it increased their 
confidence to make their own decisions in relation to their families and broadened 
their knowledge of choices about jobs and retraining.

Gives you a bit of confidence that you mightn't have. Perhaps things your family talk you 
down about — makes you feel a bit better.
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Some tell you the choice nowadays. You can take up with a course maybe in different things 
you're interested in and maybe iook for a job. You don't necessarily have to do cleaning 
jobs other people don't want.

One woman felt she was greatly helped by the w orker's interpretation o f her 
situation:

[The worker] said to me my husband had violated women's rights, and we have got rights, 
she did say that to me. My husband violates women's rights which he has done all along. 
It was good for me. It helped me because I didn't think along that line. I never thought of 
it as the violation of women's rights. Now I see it. We were brought up in the old style 
where you married, you did for your husband, you ran after him and waited on him hand 
and foot which is wrong. You're equal people you should have equal rights. You have rights 
as well as men. It's a people's world.

O ther w om en's comments on the importance o f talking about wom en's roles 
included: being treated equally; being able to express their own ideas; being made 
more aware of retraining and job choices (single mothers) and acknowledging that: 
"Just talking about it helps women not to feel so alone".

One woman who was in groups in which women's roles were discussed, 
however, preferred activities to discussions.

If you go to groups and talk about the same thing all the time it can get monotonous.
Two women who did not feel it was necessarily important to discuss women's roles 
commented:

No point talking about it. You came into the world as a woman, you can't change it. Can't 
be half woman, half man. Some women can do things that men are doing but it doesn't suit 
them.

The w orkers
Discussion o f wom en's roles was rated as o f high importance by 11 o f the 20 
workers we interviewed and by all the workers at four o f the seven agencies. Some 
noted this was an important way of empowering women. The workers emphasised 
the need for such discussions to start very clearly  from  the w om en's own 
experiences for the low-income women with whom they are working. Examples of 
starting-points for various agencies included domestic violence, sexual assault, and 
pregnancy and single parenthood.

One agency stressed the importance of:
Making it very real to them in their own lives and relating to them and real-life issues. It's 
very hard to say: "Well the suffragettes marched for the vote" and they're thinking, "I 
wonder if I'm going to get a black eye".

One agency that sees women from a range o f income groups commented about 
talking about women's roles:

We do it all the time. Particularly about social expectations. It's central, particularly about 
social roles, being a mother, being a wife, a lover, what's expected. Low-income women 
feel as if they have less rights. Women who are educated can go to do women's studies. 
They are able to negotiate a sexual relationship and know their rights. It's much more 
difficult with disadvantaged women as they don't have a choice.



An agency working solely with low-income women has a lot of discussion of 
w om en's roles that is generated by the wom en them selves. For exam ple, in 
discussing expectations of violence in the group the worker commented:

It's more powerful coming from members of the group. Someone will say: "I wouldn't put 
up with that shit. That used to happen to me and at a certain point in my life I thought why 
should I take that".

One worker talked o f quite practical role changes:
Everyone has expectations of their mothers and we change that. Little boys learn to do the 
dishes and the washing and the ironing. It's easy for them to learn and they see my son 
doing it...I want [the women] to learn to be nicer to themselves and more flexible.

One example given of a successful technique of looking at roles in a domestic 
violence group was of using "visual pictures o f master slave relationship and of 
someone on your back". One o f the women in the group had subsequently entered a 
new relationship which she sees a much more equal relationship following those 
discussions.

Workers did note that while some women will find discussion of choices in 
women's roles helpful, others will reject it. One worker spoke o f varied reactions to 
discussion of roles in a domestic violence group:

I stress you don't necessarily need a male in your life. Eventually it might be very good to 
have a nice relationship, but you can also make good relationships with other women. And 
talking about the way society's structured and that men often have more power. Some don't 
want to hear it at all. Some women just want another male in their life. Others say they're 
never going to have another relationship.

The workers at the child-care centre, while placing less importance in their overall 
work on talking about women's roles than did other agencies, nonetheless spoke of 
encouraging wom en to expand their opportunities, to consider doing training 
courses or encouraging them to get the men to pick children up from child-care.

In brief, discussion o f women's role is seen as important by many o f the women 
and the workers in this study, but not by all and not without some qualification. For 
the women on low incomes in our study it seems particularly important that such 
discussion is clearly related to their real-life situation and acknowledges their 
variety of starting points in their views o f women's roles.
Socta! education
Social education is a relatively broad term with a focus on increasing understanding 
o f w om en's lives. In the study we rephrased this in terms o f talking about the 
situations o f other women. This was a way of working used by all agencies but one 
(the child-care agency).
The Mwne/7
The importance for the women in the study o f knowing that they are not the only 
one in their situation has been raised in response to a number o f questions. When 
asked specifically whether it was important for workers to talk to them about the 
situation o f other women, most (23 o f the 27) in individual interviews said that it 
was, three that it was not and one was uncertain. Again and again both in individual
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interviews and group discussions women expressed the relief or comfort or strength 
o f knowing they were not the only one, that they were not alone. A few elaborated 
that they could learn from knowing how other women handled the same situation 
and what alternatives there were. However they did emphasise confidentiality at the 
same time. They did not want names to be used if the workers told them of other 
women's situations.

One of the Vietnamese women expressed the importance to her of knowing of 
other wom en's situations:

Because I know some other women have the same situation as me I feel my heart is not so 
burdened with sorrows.

Another woman commented:
It doesn't solve your problems but it helps your feelings an awful lot. It helps tremendously. 

A woman who had received information about incest provided an example of 
someone who had felt very alone:

[The worker] said it's quite common that the father does these things. She says you don't 
know how common. There's one in every four children. Where here I'm thinking I'm the 
only one. You do think you're the only one it's ever happened to.

One woman would have liked to hear how others managed:
Finding out how they coped would be a benefit. This is the first time I've been a single 
mum with a child.

For some, however, knowing that others coped with similar situations was like an 
accusation rather than a comfort:

They make an example of the younger girls and say see how strong this 16-year-old is, see 
how well she's coping [with pregnancy] and you're 20 and falling in pieces.

A few women stated strongly that they did not want to hear about the situations o f 
others, commenting: "Each is different. What might have helped her m ightn't help 
you" and "I 'd  say, look I don't care about anyone else. I care about myself".
The workers
Talking about the situations o f other women was rated o f high importance as a way 
of working with women by 11 of die 20 workers and by all o f  the workers at three 
o f the seven agencies.

Workers generally saw this as a successful strategy, but one that has to be used 
very carefully so that the experience of the individual woman is not nullified.

In a number of agencies it was felt that learning about the situation of other 
women was valuable as part o f a women's group:

Especially in groups. It's more valuable to listen to others' experiences than to listen to me 
as a worker.
Situation of women outside might not be very real but in a small group it's very 
empowering.

One worker emphasised talking about the situations of other women in relation to 
the causes o f poverty and leading to social action:
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That's very important. That they didn't create the poverty they're in. We look at the causes 
of poverty. For example, housing, and can actively do something about that.

In brief, learning about the situation of other women was seen as valuable both by 
the women, who emphasised the importance of knowing they were not the only one, 
and by the workers who, however, pointed to the care needed not to devalue 
individual experience and to the benefits of group discussions.

While the use o f written material has not been stressed for the women with low 
incomes and limited education who have been the focus o f this study, workers at 
one agency working with this group did note that for some o f their service users 
reading books with basic information about the prevalence o f sexual assault and 
adult violence was very important. The workers did not discuss the use o f films and 
audiovisual material, although these would seem to be potentially particularly useful 
for some o f the women o f the study.

Another aspect o f social education, already mentioned, can be seen in the 
production o f a book of their experiences by a domestic violence group. One of the 
members outlined the genesis of the book:

They'll say you probably won't believe this but he done so and so. Of course we do believe 
it because we've all been there; that's the reason we're there. And then they start to unwind 
and they'll say: "Oh, I could write a book". So many people expressed that that we did. 
That book brought the girls that wrote it, the women pretty close together. There's a bond 
there. It was a pretty gutsy effort believe me.

Practica) assistance
All the agencies participating in  the study were able to provide some form o f 
practical assistance, as opposed to solely counselling, to the women using the 
agencies, although the nature and amount of this varied. Typically the women went 
to other agencies for practical material assistance such as money, food, clothing and 
furniture.
The w om en
In Chapter 4 various accounts o f the im portance o f practical help have been 
outlined by the women. In the individual interviews most women (22 of 27) had 
received some practical assistance and they all felt it was important.

In their comments the women indicated that receiving practical help could be 
important for their self-esteem and their attitude to the worker as well as simply 
being "a help":

It makes you feel that they care. Just by that one person showing that they do care, not by 
words but "I'll get this done".
There are some workers that actually do something other than talking because you 
sometimes feel talking doesn't actually solve the problem.
You feel more helped. Feel like you're getting something done.

In group discussions various aspects o f practical help received from the agencies in 
the study were mentioned. These included: the importance o f advocacy and the 
worker accompanying the women on some occasions; the crucial role o f language 
and practical help in telephoning, interpreting and Riling out forms for the Turkish



women; the provision o f baby clothes and rental assistance by the pregnancy 
support service; and help with security doors and deadlocks for women who had 
been sexually assaulted.
77ie workers
Practical assistance was rated of high importance by 16 of the 20 workers and by all 
the workers at five of the seven agencies. The workers gave a variety o f practical 
assistance ranging from advocacy to moving furniture to accompanying women to 
court.

One agency in an area with limited public transport had a bus that brought 
women from their homes to the agency. One of the women attending a domestic 
violence group at the agency noted that, given her boyfriend's objections, it was 
only because o f the workers coming to get her that she was able to get to the group 
at all.

Practical help involved doing things for and with the women, but also in time 
assisting them to do practical things for themselves.

One worker outlined that initially:
I chase up money, material aid, the credit co-op. I even go to op shops with them. It fits
into paying attention to their goals. To develop trust you often have to give some form of
practical assistance. Just to go into a talk-fest isn't appropriate.

Discussion
In this chapter the experiences o f women using and providing services have been 
outlined in  relation to seven general strategies and processes drawn from  the 
feminist practice framework presented in Chapter 1.

In general we have found that the women using the services place a high value 
on the aspects o f service provision explored here. Some of these ways o f working 
were named as important by all 27 women in the individual interviews, for example, 
that the workers pay attention to what the women see as their problem; that they 
help the women make their own decisions; that they are friendly; and that they have 
time to listen. Also, the provision of practical assistance was important for all the 
women. The women could illustrate the importance o f these issues with heartfelt 
examples o f both their occurrence and non-occurrence. Other issues rating near 
universal importance included having an equal relationship with the worker (26 out 
o f 27 women), that the worker understands what living on a low income is like (25), 
is skilled and knowledgeable (25) and shares her own experiences (23). Social 
education in the form of learning about the situation o f other women and also 
discussion o f women's roles were considered important by the majority o f women 
(21). W omen's groups were highly valued by many o f the women who had 
experience o f them and social action was seen as important for the smaller number 
who had been involved in this.

The answers to many questions seemed to be characterised by a common 
response from a majority o f women, with a small number providing opposing 
views, an important reminder of the diversity that will exist in  any group o f service 
users.
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Many of the workers we interviewed in the study used and supported the 
strategies and processes outlined although there were considerable variations 
between agencies given their different target groups.

What are the implications o f these findings for service providers? That these 
ways of working are highly valued by many of the women with whom we spoke 
does not mean they provide a blueprint for practice. What it does mean is that they 
can all be important principles of practice in service provision where women are 
given choices and options.

W omen's groups, engaging in social action, a service user orientation, practical 
assistance, social education, sex-role analysis and an egalitarian relationship are all 
successful and important aspects of working to empower women, but not all will be 
appropriate for any one woman at any one time. The strategies with the most 
universal application would seem to be service user orientation, or woman-centred 
practice, which focuses on what the woman sees as her own problems and goals and 
helps her make her own decisions, and also an egalitarian relationship with the 
worker.

Some of the more specific service implications o f the strategies for empowering 
low-income women include:

m groHpy o f women. Groups were seen to be very important to the 
women in terms o f countering their isolation, enabling learning and 
problem-solving and sometimes providing for fun. It is important that women be 
given the choice o f group participation and support in joining group situations. The 
need was highlighted for skilled and well-resourced group leaders who can, among 
other things assist with conflict within the group. Group activities as well as 
discussion were valuable, and child-care essential. Generally, women's groups were 
preferred but when a place is seen for mixed groups, the impact o f men in the group 
needs to be considered carefully (see Reed & Garvin 1983).

Social aclloH. Engaging in social action has some very real benefits for those 
women who have done so. This is an important option to keep open, although it will 
not always be appropriate for all and must relate to the wom an's own goals and to 
her readiness.

An etynaf relafiomAlp. The women using services were very clear about their 
preference for an equal relationship with workers, by which they meant a 
relationship in which they were treated as equal human beings. They also valued 
workers sharing their own experiences with them. Workers were concerned about 
inequalities such as differences in power, skills, resources and lifestyles between 
themselves and the service users. For empowering service provision, the attitude of 
the worker in accepting and valuing the low-income women is crucial, and for the 
women this is demonstrated by such things as friendliness and sharing o f common 
experiences. While recognising inequalities, for example o f skills, the worker can 
show her willingness to share her skills. (Issues of commonalties and diversities 
between women service users and workers are explored by Hanmer & Statham 
1988).
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Service M^cr-aricntaftan. The importance o f the worker recognising the wom an's 
problems as she sees them and o f helping her work towards her own goals was 
highlighted. The obvious need for the worker to have time to listen was emphasised, 
and has clear resource and organisational implications for agencies.

Scx-r<?/e awa/y^M. Women experienced discussion o f women's roles and 
expectations o f women as important in such things as increasing their confidence to 
make decisions, broadening their choices and removing blame for sexual assault. 
Not all wanted to hear about non-traditional choices. The women will have a variety 
o f different starting-points, and discussion should start from the women's own 
experiences. Gender analysis was clearly a powerful method of helping women in 
sexual assault counselling and discussion of women's rights and choices are 
relevant in a wide range o f situations.

-Socia/ education. Learning about the situation o f other women provided women 
with the relief o f knowing they were "not alone". Small groups provided a 
particularly relevant setting for such learning for the women with whom we talked.

Practice/ aaMMancc. The importance o f practical assistance in the lives of 
low-income women has been stressed by women using services and workers. It can 
necessitate flexible and creative approaches to service provision.
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chapter 7 A gency practice

We were interested in this study to explore the importance of some organisational 
aspects o f agency practice for the women using their services and to see to what 
extent these reflected feminist principles. The issues considered in  this chapter 
include: the women's first reception at an agency; whether they have choice in who 
they see; the importance given to the gender of the worker; access to records; 
confidentiality; what say the users have in running the agency; and finally, provision 
o f child-cam.

These aspects o f agency practice were all considered important by the majority 
(at least two-thirds) o f the women we interviewed individually, and this was 
confirmed in group discussions. While all are thus important we also wanted to 
know on which o f these women placed greatest value. We asked the women which 
they considered most important, and while we received a range o f answers, the 
issue o f confidentiality was clearly predominant. Confidentiality was rated as most 
important by 13 o f the 27 women, followed by first reception at an agency, 
provision o f child-care (5), having a choice o f worker (3), and having a say in how 
the service is run (3) and choice o f gender o f worker (1).

The workers were not asked a directly comparable question and were not asked 
specifically about confidentiality. However, they were asked which aspects of 
agency practice they rated o f high importance. First reception was rated o f high 
importance by 19 o f the 20 workers, followed by giving service users a say (17), 
providing child-care (12), choice o f worker (11), access to records (10) and choice 
of gender o f worker (6).

This chapter considers these aspects o f agency practice and concludes by looking 
at the services the women we interviewed would plan if  they had the chance.

Reception
We asked the w om en in the study w hether first reception at an agency was 
important.
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77?e women
For the large majority (25) o f the 27 women we interviewed individually first 
reception was important and women in the group discussions confirmed this. The 
w om en described the im portance o f their first reception  m aking them  feel 
"comfortable" and "welcome". The tentativeness of a first approach to an agency 
was emphasised by comments about a friendly reception making you more likely to 
stay while with a less friendly reception you may never came back again. Some 
women spoke o f being very nervous about going to agencies, and a number felt that 
sometimes they had been "judged" or "looked at like you're second class". They 
also mentioned the importance o f being able to speak "privately". Comments 
included:

You're upset or seeking help and advice, looking for a lifeline. If you stand at a desk and 
nobody bothers with you, you feel why did I come?
Usually you have to see a receptionist and they're usually the ones with an "Oh, well if you 
must" sort of attitude.
It's really nice to know when you walk in a place like this, they say "G'day, how are you?" 
They get to know you, don't just shrug you off and ignore you.

The Turkish women emphasised the difficulties o f languages:
Part of the problem when we go somewhere is because we don't understand the language. 
Sometimes they're helpful, sometimes no. We don't know what they are saying. Maybe 
they are saying something good but we don't know and we feel really bad.

One Turkish woman spoke of going to a doctor who wouldn't arrange an interpreter 
because he said he could understand her. However she could not understand him!

The two women who did not think first reception was important pointed to such 
things as understanding that the workers are very busy.
The w orkers
The workers at the agencies participating in the study were almost unanimous about 
the value of initial reception processes, with 19 of the 20 workers rating these of 
high importance. Perhaps the most frequent detail mentioned as important in first 
contact by workers was the offer of the cup o f coffee. They also emphasised an 
informal comfortable environment, welcoming newcomers and introducing them to 
others. Some of the agencies had reception staff, others did not.

If they walk in the door for the first time the receptionist will welcome them and get a 
worker. We think it's very important that people are welcomed, introduced to others, tea 
and coffee, shown around. People at reception are prepared to pick up someone's crying 
baby.

Initial reception is particularly difficult for non-English-speaking women. In the 
absence of bilingual reception staff, the community health centre gave women cards 
with the ethnic worker's name to show to the receptionist after the first visit. Block 
bookings o f interpreters also facilitated communication once contact had been 
made.
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Choice of worker
Given the im portance to the women o f seeing someone with whom they feel 
comfortable, and given the feminist emphasis placed on women having choices, we 
asked the women whether they were ever given a choice o f whom they saw at an 
agency, and asked the workers what was their view on this.
77?e women
Only 11 o f the 27 women in the individual interviews felt they had had a choice o f 
worker, although most (22) women rated this as important. Some women found 
they had choice in theory but in practice had to see whatever worker was available. 
Comments about choice included the importance o f being able to see someone to 
whom you can "open up", being able to change if  you don 't like a worker, being 
able to choose whether you see a woman or a man, and that it would be nice to 
know that whoever you see has been in the same situation. One woman spoke of the 
importance o f feeling comfortable:

If you've seen a person a few times then someone makes an appointment for you to see 
such and such then that person doesn't know a thing about you. It makes it really hard.
Some people you don't feel comfortable with and some you do. If you go to a person who 
you don't feel comfortable with you really don't tell them anything. I feel it's very important 
to feel comfortable, to get to know that person, you've got to trust them.

A nother wom an com m ented on the problem s it caused her when the agency 
changed the worker.

For the non-English-speaking women a main factor was having someone who 
spoke their own language. The following comment illustrates this but makes the 
Anther,point that the quality of interpreting services is important:

I want to talk to someone who talks my language, but of those, some are very helpful, they 
are willing to do everything, translate everything, but some only summarise. [A Vietnamese 
woman].
We would prefer someone who would be culturally sensitive and who can understand us. 
[A Turkish woman].

The women for whom choice o f wotker was less important felt that they did not 
have enough knowledge to choose a worker, and that they should trust the agency. 
These women tended not to have had negative experiences seeking help.
77?e workers
The workers at the agencies in the study placed somewhat less emphasis on women 
having a choice o f worker than did the service users, with only 11 o f the 20 workers 
rating this as o f high importance. In some agencies especially with informal group 
programs and activities, it was relatively easy for a woman to choose which worker 
she would like to discuss an issue with. In some a particular worker was assigned 
and change would be difficult; in others work-load pressures were seen as dictating 
the availability o f particular workers; and in others one to one relationships leading 
to dependency were discouraged. Workers at three of the agencies emphasised that 
they worked as a team and the women using the service could go to any worker as



information would be shared between workers. This was not seen as problematic by 
the workers but will be discussed further in reference to confidentiality below:

People see who's on duty. Of course if women want to see another worker they can. The 
workers get to know the service users anyway. We encourage that so that we don't have 
exclusive one-to-one relationships. We're keen to discourage dependency. They know other 
staff by name. The confidentiality in the house is not between the service user and the 
worker, but between the service user and the house. They relate to us as a house. It works 
really well. If one worker's not available another worker may be.

A possible reluctance to give women a choice of workers was expressed by one 
agency: "If a client didn't want to work with the worker you would deal with that 
before changing the worker". This raises issues of the type o f relationship between 
the worker and the woman using the service and to what extent it is seen as equal 
and to what extent the worker is seen as having the power.
Gender of worker
The gender o f the worker was raised by some women in discussing choice of 
worker and is an important focus o f fem inist practice. All the workers in  the 
agencies in the study were female and there was no choice in this regard, but a 
number of women had seen male workers in other contexts.
77ie women
O f the 27 women in the individual interviews, 21 had seen both male and female 
workers, and six women only. The majority (17) preferred to see women, two 
preferred to see men and eight did not have a strong preference, although some 
added that on some issues they wanted to see women workers.

Many of the women said they simply felt more comfortable with women workers 
commenting: "You relax a bit more with women. With men you always seem on 
edge a bit" and "Ladies make you feel more at ease".

You can talk to a female eye to eye. She'll say: "Yeah, I know what you mean". You talk 
to a guy. How can he know what a female feels? If there's a male you think I can't tell him 
that.

Some pointed to the importance o f having women workers specifically because of 
their understanding of what having children entails.

In the individual interviews the women at the sexual assault centre and the 
pregnancy support service were unanimous that they wanted to see women workers' 
and the women also clearly preferred to discuss domestic violence with a woman 
worker.

One woman who had been sexually abused outlined the difference seeing a 
female worker made for her:

For sexual abuse it did because I just couldn't relate to a male psychiatrist. I just couldn't 
deal with it because he was male. That was very important. I felt very threatened that I 
couldn't open up about it. I'm seeing a woman at the moment and finding it much better. 
Women understand women more just because they're women.

In the group discussion at the sexual assault centre a clear preference for seeing 
women was expressed, and this extended into various aspects o f life, such as having
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to have a female driving instructor and not feeling able to take children to male 
doctors. While women in the individual interviews at the pregnancy support service 
preferred women, in the group discussion a couple o f the young women said they 
had found men easier to communicate with.

The women who did not feel it made much difference whether they saw a man or 
a woman included those seeking practical help such as financial assistance. Some 
women felt it "all depends on the person and it doesn't matter as long as they're 
friendly". In the group discussions some of the women emphasised that the 
workers' life experience, for example with children, was more important than their 
gender.

The two women who said they preferred to see a male worker both had seen 
male workers whom they had found to be more understanding than women at 
particular agencies. One o f these women had had "a bad experience" with a female 
worker whom she felt had betrayed her confidence. Both women, however, were 
very positive about the women workers at the contact agencies.

In  response to this gender o f worker question, some women raised the issue of 
seeing male or female doctors and indicated various preferences. One of the Turkish 
women spoke o f her acute embarrassment at having a male interpreter when she 
visited a doctor.
77?e w orkers
As mentioned above, all the workers in the agencies participating in the study were 
female, and choice o f gender o f worker was therefore not an issue in most agencies. 
Only six o f the 20 workers rated choice o f gender o f worker as o f high importance. 
The importance o f the fact that the workers were female was perhaps a "taken for 
granted" aspect o f some o f the agencies, particularly those with all-female service 
users. Workers at agencies that saw both men and women stressed die importance of 
women seeing women workers for issues o f domestic violence and that the gender 
o f the worker was less important the more practical the assistance sought. The 
workers at two agencies, the child-care centre and family support service, discussed 
the potential value o f having a male worker especially for working with children. 
Workers at the family support service felt it could be useful to have a male worker 
as a model for the few men attending the service.

In summary, the issue of the gender o f the worker seems quite complex. The 
majority o f women prefer to see a woman because they find this more comfortable 
and because they feel women understand them better. For a sizable minority gender 
o f itself is less o f an issue than other characteristics of the worker, such as 
friendliness and desire to help. For some the importance o f workers' gender is 
related to the nature of the problem, for example seeing a woman being most 
important for family problems but less so for financial help.

Access to records
Access to their own records in an agency is one way by which agencies can ensure 
that women service users can have some control over one aspect o f their lives.
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77?e w om en
We asked the women in the individual interviews whether they thought any of the 
agencies they went to kept a record about them, if so if  they had ever looked at their 
record, and whether they thought it was important to be able to do so. Most (23) the 
women in the individual interviews thought the agencies kept files but only one had 
looked at her hie. A majority (22) felt it was important to be able to look at their 
hies, three answered both "yes" and "no", and hve thought it was not important. In 
general the women had not asked to look at their files, and certainly some felt they 
would not be allowed to: "I sneak a look and feel guilty". There seems to be an 
unspoken acceptance that the hies are for the workers only. The most frequent 
comments were that they were curious and they would like to know what was 
written, that it was their business so that they had a right to know and that it was 
important to know in case the records were incorrect.

A few women actually used their agency hies to keep important documents so 
that they would not lose them at home and saw agency records as potentially useful 
to them.

The women who did not think it was important to see their hies included those 
who could not read English from both Australian and refugee backgrounds. Women 
in the group discussions had had some experience o f open hies and being given the 
chance to read hies and sign that they are correct. However they also outlined the 
"load o f red tape" involved in trying to hnd out what was on their Social Security 
files.

The ultimate example of lack o f control over hies was given by a woman whose 
medical records were required by a court:

They won't let me see my records at all. They're supposed to be private and confidential 
and yet 36 people in court got a look at my medical records which I think absolutely stinks. 
It wasn't me that was on trial it was someone else.

One woman expressed her ambivalence about looking at her records:
Tell the truth I don't want to look at my record. It's not up to us to look at our records, it 
should be private for the social workers. [Interviewer: "Why"?] Because they think we're 
a pair of gigs. Sometimes I felt like going through my records and finding out what 
happened in the past three years. I'm frightened to. Because someone'd walk in and say 
you're not supposed to look at these records.

77!e w orkers
Access to records was rated o f high importance by 10 of the 20 workers. This 
seemed to be important in principle rather than in practice. One agency kept no 
records at all. At another agency the women have a choice o f whether files are kept 
or not. If they are kept they can choose whether to give their real name or remain 
anonymous, and whether or not they give an address or contact number:

If we do keep files it is with their permission and the Hies are open. We also inform that we 
keep stats Hgures and the reasons for that.

One agency's policy was that people have a right to their records and are told that 
records are kept and are shown any written referrals or reports to other agencies.



The women using the service have a written contract which they sign. One o f the 
young women using the service commented positively about the contract system. 

The worker commented that the agency at which she works has:
An open hie system. People own their own history and records, can and have taken their 
records. Often it's not important to the women themselves because they don't think of it.

Overall, few of the women using the agencies indicated that they had seen their hies 
or were aware that this was a possibility. When asked, most women said they should 
be able to see their files, but it did not seem to be a major issue for many of the 
women.
Confidentiality
77?e w om en
We asked the women: "When you talk to a worker do you feel what you say will be 
kept confidential?" Fifteen o f the 27 women in the individual interviews replied 
"yes", five said "no", three said "sometimes" and four were uncertain. All but one, 
however, felt that confidentiality was important and most that it was crucial. (The 
one exception was a Vietnamese women who did not feel the matters she asked for 
help with were very important). When we asked the women which was the most 
important o f the various aspects of the agency practice confidentiality was rated 
first by just under half (13) of the 27 women.

The women did not want others to hear about what they saw as their own 
business and it was basic to their trust in a worker that what they said be kept 
confidential:

You don't want your next door neighbour finding out what's going on in your own 
household.
It's very important Some things you don't like other people to know about. You'd get 
humiliated. If you tell a worker you don't want anyone else to know. You've got to trust 
them, make sure they're not going to spread it all around.

One important aspect of confidentiality was that woikers did not gossip with other 
workers.

It's most important. You're entitled to a certain amount of privacy in your life. Like if you 
go and talk to someone you don't want all the other workers to know do you?

One w om an pointed out that because a w orker had talked to others about a 
relatively small matter she would not trust her with more vital problems.

You expect to be confidential. That's a reason I went to [another agency]. I felt with the 
other worker I wasn't getting anything done and also everybody knew about it. It might be 
something worse you really want to keep between yourself and the worker.
Sometimes I do [feel there's confidentiality] but not always. Half the time it's just gossip 
among the social workers comparing everything they've been told and it gets a bit 
depressing...A lot of social workers don't keep confidentiality. If you see more than one 
social worker they all find out about it anyway. I feel they tell other women too. A few 
people have come up to me and said you went and saw the social worker today. It doesn't 
make you feel any better knowing that everybody in the world knows you've been to see 
her.
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I think it gets passed around the office. I think what I say to my welfare officer gets reported 
back here...I don't think it's fair but if peopie are going to talk they're going to talk. But I 
think confidential is important.

The w om en in  the group discussions also em phasised the im portance o f 
confidentiality and the lack o f it in many settings. They spoke o f the need for 
privacy, but also the lack o f it, when going for financial assistance or material aid; 
o f hearing "smart remarks" being made about people who have just left an agency, 
and wondering what would be said about them after they went out the door.

The record-keeping at one agency was praised by the group:
You're treated very well here. You see them locking your files up...It's good that they don't 
tell everyone...It's why this centre works so well...They don't pry, they don't write down 
what you're saying.

Confidentiality is crucial to the women using the services and raises various issues 
for the workers in agencies especially in their contact with other workers both 
within their agency and elsewhere. (The workers in this study were not asked 
specifically about their attitudes to confidentiality.)
Ch!!d-care
The provision o f child-care is an aspect o f  agency practice that can m ake a 
significant difference to the agency's accessibility to women with young children. 
O f the agencies in the study one was primarily a child-care service, and some of the 
others, including the women's house, family support service and community health 
centre, provided child-care as a regular part of their programs.
The w om en
In the individual interviews over half (16) of the women had been to community 
agencies that provided some child-care. The large majority of women (25) thought 
it was important for agencies to provide child-care (although two of these said "yes" 
in some circumstances only).

The importance o f the provision of child-care or absence of children was that this 
enabled women to talk more "freely" and "in peace" when seeing a worker on a 
one-to-one basis and that it allowed concentration on discussions and activities. 
Comments on the importance of child-care included:

To be able to sort out problems talking to someone while children are away having fun 
playing with toys with someone else. Not [have the children] sit and listen to you cry your 
eyes out and tell someone all your problems or tell them how their daddy's such a bad man 
in front of them.
It's good to have kids' toys or a room to occupy them while you try to talk. There's no 
child-care at CSV [Community Services Victoria]. You get angry with the kids and you 
shouldn't have to. No way a little kid can sit there for half an hour and do nothing.
I've been interviewed with my daughter up on the counter yelling. I can't concentrate, then 
whack, then everyone's looking at me 'cause I just whacked my child and they think: "Oh, 
God, she can't cope".



Women in the Turkish women's group had child-care provided for this group and 
found it "vety relaxing", but child-care was not provided for a swimming group run 
by the agency so they were not able to go.
77?e workers
Over half (12 o f 20) the workers at the agencies rated providing child-care as a very 
im portant organisational issue for working with women. A variety o f practical 
issues were raised including: the problems of a suitable venue; o f providing quality 
care on an occasional basis; o f running a group "when the child-care worker doesn't 
turn up". Some agencies indicated that women were welcome to bring their children 
with them to the agency; others made special provisions to allow the women time 
and space without their children.
A say in running the service
Do the women using services have or want an input into the way the agencies are 
run? The agencies participating in the study varied considerably in the amount the 
service users could influence the services. The poverty action group runs as a 
self-help group with a committee with everyone having a say; the women's house 
has a committee made up of representatives from the various group programs and 
also mechanisms for involving all participants on a planning and a day-to-day level. 
The community health centre has a committee of management including service 
users and has open meetings to encourage service user participation, although 
service users are not necessarily involved. The other four agencies had no formal 
partic ipa tion  in  com m ittees, bu t the fam ily support service has w eekly 
house-meetiiigs with users to discuss the program and regular home visits to enable 
individual feedback. The pregnancy support service and child-care centre had 
previously had committees which had been disbanded. The former sought feedback 
and input about their group program; the latter was contemplating establishing a 
regular group for communication with parents using the service. The sexual assault 
centre was also considering possible ways o f formal input from service users.
The women
In the individual interviews only 10 o f the 27 women felt that they had had a say in 
the running o f an agency they attend. This included all of those at the women's 
hous&and family support service. When asked whether they think it is important to 
have a say the majority (22) answered "yes" (three answered "no", and two were 
uncertain). The reasons the women gave for the importance in having a say included 
on the one hand that they felt it should be a right and on the other that it would help 
the services run better. It also gave the women a sense o f  belonging and being 
valued. Women who were involved in agencies where they had a say commented 
very positively:

I felt virtuaHy like I was home and had a say in what to do. It makes you feel a lot more at 
ease.
You feel good inside being able to say: "Oh, I didn't like that" and give suggestions how 
they could work better.

Agency practice 89



90 Giving women voice

The community talk every Tuesday about what the situation is and what we think of it or 
whether we should still go ahead or quit, stuff like that. If you don't have your say they 
could do something that you don't really agree with.

However, as one of the more active women commented:
There's not a lot of people want to be involved on committee. I wish a lot more would have 
a say. I think it would be good for them.

Some felt strongly their lack of participation in agencies they had attended, making 
comments such as: "I don't find I get a say in anything...Your say doesn't count" 
and "W e're the ones using the agency we should have a say in what involves us":

There's never any low-income people on committees. If they'd just stop and listen, instead 
they say: "We know better 'cause we're the professionals". If we spoke up we too could 
have a share of the power and then you wouldn't feel so isolated when you use those 
agencies.

Some women were unsure about whether they should have a say, feeling that it was 
not their role or doubting their ability, or wondering about repercussions, or not 
being in a state to cope with that sort of involvement:

It's up to the agency to run itself, not up to the people.
I don't think I have the ability and others might disagree.

In general, however, there was agreement that the women would like to be able to 
have a say in how the agencies they attend are run, not necessarily at a committee of 
management level but at least so that they are asked for their comments.

The women in group discussions raised some problems of women with 
considerable say running neighbourhood houses and excluding newcomers:

A couple of years ago the house was open all day every day and the women did more in 
the running of it. In fact the women practically ran the neighbourhood house. When [the 
worker] left, it got closed down to Wednesday aAemoon. The biggest problem was a lot of 
women didn't accept other people coming in, someone in off the street who would like to 
have a coffee. There was backstabbing. Women who'd been made to feel unwelcome didn't 
want to come back a second time.
My local neighbourhood house is like that. I've walked in there. It's so cliquey. They've 
got their own little group and they don't really want to extend it out to anyone else. They 
really enjoy playing committees.

The w orkers
The workers at the agencies in the study placed a high value on giving service users 
a say in how the service is run, with 17 of the 20 workers rating this as o f high 
importance. As outlined above, some agencies were structured to ensure input from 
the women using them, in others this was encouraged on an informal level and in 
some it seemed to be valued in theory rather than in practice.

Issues raised by the workers included the extent to which women wanted to 
participate. The workers at the agency with the most structure to ensure 
participation commented that the women:

Have a lot to do with the day-to-day running. They don't want total responsibility, for 
example for choosing workers, administration. It's a real issue. There's some criticism



[from elsewhere] we're not like a proper feminist collective because they don't have total 
power. But we would say that they can have as much as they need. Their lives have been 
full of responsibility and responsibility they've hated.

(In fact service user representatives at that agency were on a selection panel for a 
co-ordinator.)

Participation o f the women using services on committees was a question for 
some agencies, particularly the issue o f whether one or two service users on a 
high-powered committee would be any more than tokenism. On a poverty action 
group committee comprised o f low-income women this was not a problem:

Everyone has a say. We're usually saying the same thing. If it walks through the door it's 
an issue and it's something we're doing.

It would seem from discussion with both the workers and the women using the 
agencies that what was most important was for the women using the services to be 
actively asked their opinions and advice about the running o f the services. This 
could be distinguished from service users having full control o f  an agency.

More formal participation at committee level was not something that all women 
wanted and some who were finding their lives particularly stressful had little energy 
or inclination to put into thinking about service delivery at all. However it would 
seem that for the large majority o f women it was important to be given a real 
opportunity to have a say about the agencies they use, and they see this as 
enhancing their selfesteem  and as potentially leading to improved services.

Summary of agency practice
From the point o f view o f the women using services confidentiality is o f prime 
importance and this has important implications for communication between workers 
within the one agency. First reception at an agency is considered very important by 
both women using services and workers and this needs careful attention in agency 
organisation. Provision o f child-care can present various logistical difficulties for 
agencies but is a high priority for women both in one-to-one counselling and in 
groups. Having a choice o f worker also presents organisational problems, but 
should be given some prominence as a strategy for giving women using services as 
much control o f their contact with the agency as possible. That service users have a 
say in running the service does not necessarily mean they must have total control; 
that they are, at the very least, consulted about services and agency programs is an 
important aspect of empowerment. Access to records was given less priority by the 
women but was nonetheless considered an important aspect of their rights within an 
agency and one about which workers in some agencies could well be more explicit 
in offering access.

Empowerment of workers
A final aspect of agency practice to be considered here is the empowerment of 
workers. It seems important if women working in agencies are aiming to empower 
the women using the services that they themselves are empowered, rather than the 
opposite, by the agency within which they work. In discussion, many workers 
placed great emphasis on the importance o f staff development and empowerment.
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On the positive side some workers spoke of the support they derived from the 
other women with whom they worked, o f being in a strong supportive team. On the 
negative side some spoke of the pressures of work overload, "lack o f time to look 
after us" and the need for support, particularly in working in groups. One agency 
was structured specifically with staff empowerment as a goal with minimum 
hierarchy, and with worker involvement in the various levels of decision-making.

P!ann!ng community services for women
We concluded our discussions with the women in the study by asking them what 
they would provide if  they were planning a community service for women.
77?e w om en
Common responses from the women about the services for women they would like 
to have included: some sort o f women's house; drop-in or neighbourhood centre; 
child-care facilities; workers who are understanding; activities and classes; group 
discussions; women's refuges; services particularly for single mothers; education 
and training; a co-operatively run service; and women's health facilities. Other 
suggestions included a central information service about community agencies, 
camps ju st for women (the Turkish women's group), weekly lunches and legal 
services. A couple mentioned "no backstabbing" highlighting the need for skilled 
conflict resolution.

A composite picture emerged from many of the women o f a women's centre, a 
multi-service centre or neighbourhood house type service in which the women 
would have a say in running the service, but which would have a trained and 
understanding worker or workers to deal with administration and offer help. There 
would be a balance between activities, classes and group discussions, and totally 
informal chatting over coffee. It would be open long hours to cater particularly for 
the needs of single mothers.

The discussion in one of the groups suggested the following:
A service mostly run by a worker, by an individual person who is concerned, one who can 
sit down and actually listen and have the time, instead of giving you the cold shoulder, 
someone who can sit down and talk mainly.
[Interviewer Activities?] Agood balance. Activities for women who want them and a coffee 
lounge for women who just want coffee.
I think it would be really good if there was a place where the actual women ran the place 
for people in their situation and if someone comes in off the street you know exactly what's 
in their mind because you've been there, done that.
[There's] a problem is neighbourhood houses can get cliquey and people may not feel 
welcome. [You need] one co-ordinator and those local women. You definitely need 
someone.

A 33-year-old single mother (bom in Yugoslavia) gave her ideas about planning a 
service for women:

I'd like to have a group, maybe in different languages. Morning coffee for a start and then 
find out what are they interested in. A place where women can go especially if there's 
violence in the home. They can go and talk. You need a lot of support for that. A group to
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talk about teenagers and how they sort it out. Mostly a place for women because a lot of 
women don't have anyone to talk to and it's very important. I find that myself, to have 
someone to talk to sometimes about little things but they might mean a lot to you.

A young single woman expecting her first baby outlined the service she would plan:
Twenty-four hour emergency phone line. Emergency housing. They could stay there until 
I'd set them up in a flat or house with other women. Arefuge for women. Twenty-four-hour 
child-care and probably always have someone there the women can talk to. And not far 
from a police station in case their husbands or boyfriends decided they wanted their wives 
or girlfriends back. Friendly and helpful staff with experience so they could counsel the 
ladies.

A Vietnamese woman in her fifties:
I don't think I could organise such a service. [What I would like is] swimming classes. A 
shopping group. Going on excursions. I just want to look for something to feel relaxed 
because I suffer a lot in my life.

The workers
We asked the women working at the agencies in the study what sort o f community 
services they saw as needed for low-income women. M any raised the need for 
access to low -cost housing, w om en's health  services, child-care (including 
emergency care and respite care) and "access to money":

Somewhere it needs to be said again. It's not enough money for people to live on adequately. 
Talk about budgeting and that, but the bottom line is if you don't have enough money to 
manage, you don't have enough money to manage, do you?

Access to education (with child-care), and job opportunities and services for women 
with specific disabilities were also seen as important.

Some workers pointed to the need for community service providers to be 
educated about their attitudes to women on low incomes and for existing services to 
be made really accessible for particular groups o f women. Examples were given of 
both pre and post-natal classes that single women would not feel comfortable to 
attend because o f the focus on women with partners. Such services need to be local, 
located near public transport, provide child-care and to ask the women how they 
would like them run.

Workers at a number o f agencies spelled out the need for ongoing casework 
support, for social networks to counter isolation and for the need for the women to 
have fun. The opportunity to have fun was not a frivolous concept but a vital aspect 
o f the women's view o f themselves and their relationships with others:

More opportunity for casework, not the dependence stuff but opportunity for individual 
support. More of a drop-in centre that's funded well enough to do interesting things that's 
worthwhile dropping in to. Self-help is a misnomer. They need a leader, need resourcing 
and facilitating. Outings are very important especially (but not only) for the Turkish and 
Vietnamese. A lot of bonding happens at outings. And the model of having fun with their 
kids in small groups for example making collages, colouring-in. An emphasis on 
reciprocity. The organisation has to create engagement and trust.

Agency practice 93



In conclusion, it is important to restate that the types o f services wanted by the 
low-income women with whom we talked are ones in which they have a choice, 
have a say and are treated as valuable people whose privacy is respected.
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chapters Services for women

The aims of this study have been: to explore with women on low incomes their 
experiences of using community agencies; to explore with women employed in 
community agencies the ways of working with women they find successful; to draw 
together these experiences in relation to a feminist practice framework; and to 
consider the im plications o f the findings for future provision o f services for 
low-income women.

The earlier chapters, have presented the women's voice on what they find helpful 
and unhelpful to them in their contact with community agencies and have explored 
a range of ways workers and agencies can provide services that are accessible and 
empowering for the women using them. We will reconsider these and then discuss 
the feminist framework and the implications of the study's findings for service 
provision.

W%<3f <%? we /earn/rom  ;Ae women wAo Mse com/HM/ury serwcay? What they have 
told us clearly is that they wanted to be treated as equal human beings and not as 
"second class". They are saying this in relation both to being women and to being 
poor. They see being a woman as having both advantages and disadvantages, but 
the disadvantages can weigh very heavily in terms o f family responsibilities, lack of 
employment opportunities, general discrimination and physical safety. They want 
"a fair go" as women and typically believe "women have rights too". Being treated 
as a person in their own right has special implications for women who are often 
defined by their relationships to others: "Bruce's wife, Annie's mum". And 
"scraping and scrimping" on low incomes brings stresses and strains, including 
social stigma. The women can readily recount painful experiences o f being "treated 
like dirt".

What the women find most helpful when they go to community agencies is 
someone who treats them as an equal, someone who understands and has time to 
listen. What else they find most helpful is practical assistance with their immediate 
day-to-day problems, and also being with other women in similar situations to



provide mutual support and problem-solving. They want accessible services where 
there are workers who will respect them, where they have a say and where they 
have choices.

At times during this study when I have been asked about "the findings" I have 
felt uncomfortable saying: "What the women want is to be treated as human 
beings". It is so obvious, it should go without saying. But it needs to be said and 
said again because there are women who go for help to community agencies and 
experience being "looked down on" or feeling degraded. On the other hand there 
are women who find their contact with particular agencies a very positive 
experience in their lives where they feel they are valued. The importance o f one 
community agency, a women's house, to one of its members is illustrated by her 
comment:

My boyfriend always fights about me coming here, but I still come. I used to think I don't
care how much you hit me I'm still coming.

WAaf do wg /gam /hvn fAe wtvwgw worA/ng :/r txwvMMn/ry aggncfgg wAo parftcipafgd 
!/! fAM .MMtfy? Their more detailed comments have been presented in earlier chapters. 
Some of the themes that emerged from their discussion o f the ways o f working they 
found m ost successful in  em pow ering low -incom e w om en included: raising 
wom en's self-esteem; the importance o f informal and egalitarian relationships; 
practical assistance; group activity and peer support; and social action. Some 
pointed to the importance o f starting with one-to-one contact with some vulnerable 
wom en and only later moving to groups and social action; many stressed the 
importance o f giving women options and choices in their contact within the agency. 
The workers also spoke of specific techniques and activities ranging from using 
visual materials in casework to market trips.
A feminist approach
The study commenced with the question of what a feminist approach to practice in 
community agencies has to offer women who are disadvantaged in terms o f income, 
education and other aspects. Our simple answer is that it has a great deal to offer. 
Topically what women want from their contacts with agencies is very similar to 
what the feminist approach we have presented provides. It is a style of working that 
highlights women's issues and focuses on choice and equality.

However, before we reconsider the framework, it is important to acknowledge 
some difficulties in the use of the word "feminism". The women with whom we 
talked did not say they wanted a feminist service as such. For a few o f the women 
using services, the word was both familiar and positive, for some it was unfamiliar 
and for a few it was associated with the negative stereotype portrayed in the mass 
media to do with man-hating extremists. Similarly, a few of the women working in 
the agencies were uncomfortable with the term, although the majority identified 
their own approach positively as feminist. While "feminism" was not always an 
acceptable word, the women using the agencies were much more positive about the 
importance o f women's rights, and the women working in the agencies shared the 
goal of empowering women, whether they identified themselves as feminist or not.
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Our answer that a feminist approach has much to offer the women who use 
community services is based on the evidence o f the study. The evidence comes 
from two approaches to the experiences o f the women who participated in the study. 
First there are the women's answers to the general questions about what they found 
helpful in agencies. These, answers highlighted aspects o f practice (the importance 
of the worker who understands, o f practical assistance, o f being with other women 
in similar situations) that are in fact central to a feminist approach. Secondly, there 
are the women's responses to questions about specific aspects o f practice that were 
drawn from the study's feminist practice framework developed from feminist social 
work writings. The value o f these ways o f working was clearly identified by the 
women.
The feminist practice framework suggested in this study has four components:

* values and assumptions
* knowledge o f women's issues
* strategies and processes
* agency practice

These are reconsidered below in the light of the study's findings.
Ma/ues and assumptions
The values and assumptions o f the feminist perspective informing this study are 
outlined in  Chapter 1 in terms o f the social goal that women and men should be 
equal in personal, political and economic power and the recognition that we live in a 
society where m any attitudes, structures and practices (system atically if  not 
intentionally) discrim inate against women on the basis o f gender. In terms o f 
working with women in community agencies the perspective highlights the goals of 
empowering women to identify their own goals and to act to change their situations 
and these goals were strongly endorsed by the women who participated in the study. 
Some o f  the agencies had clear goals o f social change and one particularly based its 
service around a philosophy o f working with a social-political analysis o f women's 
lives.
Know/ed&e of women's issues
Knowledge of issues central to women's lives is an important component o f the 
practice fram ew ork. One aspect o f  know ledge relevant to the fram ew ork is 
knowledge about what being a woman means to different women. The experiences 
o f the impact of gender discussed in Chapter 2 point to common themes in this area. 
They also show considerable diversity that needs acknowledgm ent in  service 
provision for women. The knowledge base necessary to respond to the range of 
women's experience for the agencies o f the study included, for example, teenage 
pregnancy, sexual assault and cultural factors for particular ethnic groups.

In Chapter 3 the issues seen as most important to the women in the study are 
outlined. The central place o f money as an issue for women is highlighted. Other 
major issues were housing, bringing up children, education and employment, health 
and domestic violence. While the workers at the agencies recognised these as major



issues for the women with whom they worked, they also gave prominence to the 
women's isolation, relationship difficulties and low self-esteem.

The importance of the knowledge aspect of the framework is highlighted from 
the women's point o f view by the emphasis they place on workers understanding 
them and their situations. This does not simply mean being sympathetic, but means 
that the workers can demonstrate that they have some knowledge, including 
personal experience, o f the women's situation. O f particular importance are the 
workers' understanding of what it is like to live on a low income and o f what it is 
like to bring up children. On the broadest level this can include understanding that 
comes from being a woman. This of course has implications for the gender of 
workers. As the feminist approach emphasises, all women suffer "second class" 
status to some extent, so all women workers will have some life experiences 
through which they can empathise with other women.

Another aspect o f knowledge that is specific to working with women such as 
those we interviewed for this study is knowledge of their experiences o f and 
attitudes to seeking help from community agencies.
Sfrafep/es and processes
Seven practice strategies were developed from the feminist practice literature:

* working in groups
* social action
* an equal relationship
* service user orientation or woman centred practice
* sex role analysis
* social education
* practical assistance

These strategies or ways o f working were seen as important and helpful by the 
majority of the women we interviewed. That they were not all seen as universally 
important reflects to some extent the women's differing exposure to particular ways 
of working. For example, while the women who had been involved in social action 
were typically enthusiastic about it some had had no experience of it at all. It also 
reflects the strong individual opinions o f the women we spoke to. While the large 
majority were in favour of the ways of working we discussed, there were often two 
or three women who would have a contrary opinion. For example, while for most of 
the women hearing about the experiences o f other women was of great importance 
in reassuring them they were not the only one in their situation, a few wanted no 
such reassurance.

In general, the strategies outlined were very important to the women going for 
help. However their acceptance was not total or universal, which points to the 
necessity, as identified by the feminist practice literature, of the worker following 
the process of service user orientation, of paying primary attention to what the 
woman herself sees as her problems and goals and assisting her in finding her own 
solutions. All feminist approaches write about "starting where the woman is". This
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emphasises processes and not further oppressing women with a new set of 
expectations or language. It is therefore woman-centred.

The strategies developed from the literature fit readily with the main themes 
derived from the women's account of what they had found helpful: seeing someone 
to talk to who understands; practical help; and being with other women in the same 
situation. Similarly, the ways of working the workers in the study found most 
relevant included: ways of increasing women's self-esteem; providing opportunities 
for informal relationships between workers and service users; group activity and 
peer support; practical assistance; and social action.

The strategies as such do not lead to a blueprint for working with any particular 
woman. However the experiences o f the workers and the service users in this study 
would suggest that generally it can be seen as appropriate to start with a one-to-one 
contact with the woman using the service, in which emphasis is placed initially on 
the equality o f the relationship and the service user's goals. Practical assistance will 
often be necessary early in the contact. The extent o f discussion o f gender, o f social 
education, of participating in groups and social action would be determined by the 
issues and goals o f the particular woman. A progression from one-to-one contact to 
group participation and then to social action was mentioned by a number of 
workers. Sex-role analysis and social education could be involved at any or all of 
these stages.
Agency pracf/ce
The women we interviewed were mostly in strong agreement with the aspects o f 
agency practice discussed. O f prime importance for the women is confidentiality. 
But also Of importance are first reception at an agency, the provision o f child-care, 
having a choice o f worker and a choice o f gender of worker, having access to 
records and having a say in how a service is run. Again the element of choice is 
v ita l to the  w om en and to  the ex ten t tha t choices can  be b u ilt into agency 
procedures, the women using the services are likely to be empowered.

These elements o f agency practice could well be seen as important for all service 
users, female and male, but the focus in this study is on their relevance for women.

Some o f the issues o f agency practice can be addressed readily by community 
agencies: for example, clarifying with service users the bounds o f confidentiality 
and what information would be shared with other workers; letting service users 
know clearly that they have access to their files; setting up procedures to ensure that 
service users can have a say in how the services are run, not necessarily on 
committees o f management but at least by asking for feedback. Other issues such as 
the provision o f child-care or the choice o f workers can raise resource issues that 
may need some creative problem-solving.

The aspects o f agency practice we have considered have been those that impinge 
most directly on the women using services. Other aspects that warrant further 
consideration are those to do with the impact o f the organisation of the agencies on 
the workers. These were not explored in any detail in this study, but are an 
important topic in some of the feminist literature; for example, issues o f collective 
decision-making and leadership. What is clear from the study is the need for women
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working in small community agencies to have the appropriate organisational 
supports.
Feminist and other approaches
One of the questions that has been asked about this study is to what extent the ways 
o f working outlined in the practice framework are necessarily feminist.

To some extent those writing about feminist practice have provided an approach 
that they have contrasted with more conventional individual counselling or therapy 
(for example, Rawlings and Carter 1977) in which such things as practical material 
assistance or social action, let alone the therapists sharing their own experiences, or 
even being friendly, have no part. However there are other approaches to practice, 
particularly in community settings, in which some o f the strategies outlined above 
are readily accepted. For example some of the similarities o f a feminist approach to 
the developmental approach to practice were outlined in Chapter 1.

Some of the ways of working could be seen as good practice for working with 
any service users: an emphasis on empowerment, on increasing self-esteem, on 
egalitarian relationships, on seeing individual problems in a context o f wider social 
disadvantage and inequalities.

W hat distinguishes feminist practice is its starting-point o f the recognition of 
gender as a crucial experience in the lives o f individuals as well as in the structure 
o f our society, a commitment to try to address systematic discrimination on grounds 
o f gender and a focus on women's special needs.

Feminist practice is primarily to do with working with women but it can point 
the way to practice that is gender-sensitive, acknowledging the central place of 
gender in the lives of all.

W hat does this study particularly have to add to a feminist approach to practice? 
What this study has to offer is a confirmation of a woman-centred approach, of 
starting where the woman is in terms o f her issues, language and goals. The study 
can also provide something o f a knowledge base for those working with 
low-income women, identifying for example that while the term "feminism" is not 
necessarily widely accepted, the idea of "women's rights" is much more so.
!mp!icatlons for working with disadvantaged women
The practice strategies were derived from the literature about ways of working with 
women, but not necessarily with the women on low incomes and with limited 
education who were the focus o f this study. The value the women with whom we 
spoke placed on the various aspects of feminist ways o f working confirms the 
relevance o f these for them, irrespective o f their various disadvantages or their 
views o f feminism. In fact it would seem that rather than being "perhaps" relevant 
to such disadvantaged women many of the aspects seem "particularly" relevant to 
them. Aspects such as practical assistance and changing the social situations that 
impinge on women's lives and experiences have clear relevance. But the importance 
of an equal relationship, and of being treated as if  you are human, is stressed again 
and again by the women. The formal professional worker-client relationship seems 
particularly untenable for these women.
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The low incomes on which the women were living kept practical day-to-day 
survival issues very much to the fore, and meant their choices were particularly 
limited. For the workers this highlights the importance o f working with what the 
woman coming for help see as their problems and o f creating areas o f choice where 
possible. This raises many challenges for the worker who shares the experience of 
gender with the woman using the service, but not lack o f income and education. (It 
is probable, however, that women workers, and especially sole parents, will have 
lower incomes than men who share their class and educational background.) The 
women want a worker who is friendly and understanding and if  the workers have 
not shared exactly the same experiences, then that they have time to listen and try to 
understand becomes additionally important. It is also important that the woman's 
personal powerlessness, which stems from her economic situation, is not treated as 
a personal psychological matter but as a social, political and economic issue.

The practice implications o f the the limited education o f many o f the women and 
lack of literacy o f some include the avoidance o f complex language and a selective 
use of written material, and the use o f visual material. The importance of the 
workers' sensitivity to the limited literacy o f some women using agencies was 
pointed to by one woman who herself was illiterate:

There's a lot of women in this situation not very smart with their reading and writing and 
things. A lot of women helping are a lot more smarter with education and degrees and this 
and that.

The workers in the study point to the need to develop techniques to help the less 
articulate and literate women draw out their experiences, to the need for skills 
tra in ing  for w orkers both  in  individual and group w ork in  this area; to the 
importance o f developing resources, for example videos, that relate to the lives of 
low-income women rather than middle-class women; and to the importance o f 
enabling women working in this held to create appropriate resources.

While lacking income and formal education, many o f the women we spoke to 
had a wealth o f experience o f life and of the welfare system that could be of 
considerable value to service providers, as well as to other women facing the 
welfare system.

For many of the women with whom we spoke a woman's service was what they 
wanted. This was particularly so for women who had experienced sexual assault or 
domestic violence, but also for many others. While women often need and want 
separate and safe space o f their own, at times the choice o f a service or program 
involving both women and men may be appropriate. If  services are to be 
gender-sensitive, they must consider carefully when women-only services or 
programs are preferable. Dominelli and McLeod (1989), while favouring the 
establishment of groups and resources for women only, conclude that feminist 
social work has the capacity to make a major contribution to the welfare o f women, 
children and men.

The focus of this study has been on issues o f practice, on ways o f working with 
disadvantaged women at community service agencies. In passing, the women have



pointed to a variety o f wider issues relating to the structure o f their lives including: 
the struggle of living on inadequate incomes; the problem o f availability o f housing; 
the poverty traps associated with single mothers seeking employment; and the 
importance of locally-based and adequately resourced and staffed community 
services such as neighbourhood houses, family support services and community 
health centres. These issues need consideration at a policy level and reconfirm the 
need for the policy objectives o f women having a choice, a say and a fair go (Office 
of the Status of Women 1987).

In brief, the study points to a potentially important role community agencies can 
play in empowering the more disadvantaged women in our society. Community 
agencies are needed that are local, accessible and provide options for women —  
options o f ways o f working in terms of one-to-one counselling, group discussions, 
group activities, informal activity, social action, practical assistance; options of 
women-only programs and space; options of skilled and well-resourced workers.

In conclusion, the women we interviewed in this study wanted to be treated as 
equal human beings and they wanted to be understood as women, and as women 
living on low incomes. A feminist approach to practice within community agencies 
would offer them this within the agencies and would work with them towards 
achieving greater equality in their wider social setting. Such an approach to practice 
has lessons for all service providers who seek to empower the people who use their 
services.
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Appendix A

Research questions
The broad research questions that were used to structure the group discussions and 
individual interviews are outlined below.
Women who use services

1 W hat do the women using the services see as major issues and problems in their 
lives?

2  W hat do they see as the impact of gender on these issues?

3 W hat do they see as the impact o f low income and other aspects of disadvantage 
on these?

4 Where do they go for help?

5 What sort o f help do they get from community agencies?
6 W hat do they find most helpful in their contact with community agencies?

7 What are their experiences of the seven practice strategies?

8 How important are agency organisation practices to them?

9 To what extent do community agencies help with their major issues/problems?

10 What sort o f community services would they like to have?

Women who provide services
1 What do service providers see as major issues and problems for the women using 

their agencies?
2 What do they see as the impact of gender on these issues?



3 What do they see as the impact of low income and other aspects o f disadvantage 
on these?

4  Who are their service users and how are they referred?
5 What services do they provide (goals)?

6 What ways of working do they End most successful with low-income women?

7 What are their experiences o f the seven practice strategies?

8 What are agency organisational practices?

9 What sort of community services do they see as needed for low-income women?
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Appendix B

Four feminist perspectives
Wearing (1986) outlines the contributions o f four feminist perspectives to social 
work practice. She contrasts these with a co/tserwRtve theoretical orientation that 
defends w om en's position  in  contem porary society in  term s o f b io logical 
differences that lead inevitably to sex-based roles. In the conservative view the task 
of the social worker may be to return people to their proper or appropriate roles. 
Variation from proper, that is traditional, male/female roles is seen as abnormal, 
conflict in the family is deviant, a rape victim or battered wife may be seen to have 
stepped outside a properly passive role and provoked the male. Female-headed 
families are perceived in this view as defective nuclear families with children 
deprived o f a male role-model. Care o f the aged, ill, and disabled is assumed to be 
carried out by women.

Wearing outlines that the /theral /ewHHMf view has grown from the 18 th and 
19th-century fight for political rights for women. This calls for women's rights to be 
equal with men through legislation and seeks opportunities for education and 
professional advancement for women equal with those of men in existing society. 
Feminist social work practices based on a liberal feminist position include at an 
individual level encouraging women:

... to increase their personal power by knowing themseives better, consciousness raising 
techniques, assertiveness training, educational programmes and negotiation of their roles 
with the relevant male in their marriage or family situation. (Wearing 1983, p.39)

At a community level they include setting up child-care, and at a political level the 
establishment o f anti-discrimination legislation, equal pay and child-care. This 
liberal approach, however, does not address structural inequalities in society.



According to Wearing, the MarxMf yewinMt which
emphasises the economic base o f inequalities, has not provided many suggestions 
for social work practice, although it has provided a critique of social workers as 
purveyors of the ideological repression of the state (Wearing 1986).

Central to a radical approach is the recognition o f the impact of the
patriarchal structure of society on the individual lives of women. Social work 
strategies are sought to assist women to discover or rediscover their worth and their 
power, recognising the interrelationship between the power o f men in wider society 
and in the family, and the pressures exerted on the intrapsychic development and 
conflicts of women. This involves steering away from blaming the victim or from 
concentrating on women's psychopathology. This approach, however, can be 
criticised as lacking a focus on structural inequalities other than gender.

emphasises the influence of both capitalism and patriarchy on 
the lives and perceptions o f women. Wearing suggests that this approach offers the 
best explanation to date. She suggests that the approach is useful both at a 
day-to-day social work practice level and for policy analysis. She concludes that:

Social workers who recognise the impact of both class and gender on their own lives as 
well as on the lives of their predominantly female clients will be in a position to develop 
strategies which challenge, in the short term, the ideologies that keep women in subordinate, 
dependent situations and, in the longer term, the interpersonal and structural power bases 
for such ideologies (Wearing 1986, p.52).
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*  How important is their gender for women living on very low incomes?
*  What are the major issues in their lives?
*  What are their experiences of the community agencies they approach

for help?
*  What do they find really helps them?

This report gives a voice on these questions to the women concerned -  
the low income women using community services. It draws together the 
experiences of 80 women, both service users and service providers, and it 
explores what a feminist approach to practice and service provision has 
to offer them. Practice strategies and processes are discussed as well as 
aspects of agency organisations.

Giving women ooice will be of particular interest for those who are seeking 
to empower the more disadvantaged women in our society, for those 
who provide services for women, and for those who plan services in a 
wide range of community agencies.
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