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THE EFFECTS OF NEW TECHNOLOGY ON EMPLOYMENT STRUCTURES IN
THE SERVICE SECTOR

A study of technology and gender differentiation in the
Building Society industry

This thesis explores the interrelationships between the
labour process, the development of technology and patterns
of gender differentiation. The introduction of front office
terminals into building society branches forms the focus of
the research. Case studies were carried out in nine
branches, three each from three building socletiles.
Statistical data for the whole movement and a survey of ten
of the top thirty societies provided the context for the
studies.

In the process of the research it became clear that it was
not technology itself but the way that it was used, that was
the main factor in determining outcomes. The introduction
of new technologies is occuring at a rapid pace, facilitated
by continuing high growth rates, although front office
technology could seldom be cost justified. There was great
variety between societies in their operating philosophies
and their reasons for and approach to computerisation, but
all societies forsaw an ultimate saving in staff.

Computerisation has resulted in the deskilling of the
cashiering role and increased control over work at all
stages. Some branch managers experienced a decrease 1in
autonomy and an increase in control over their work.
Subsequent to this deskilling there has been a greatly
increased use of part time staff which has enabled costs to
be reduced. There has also been a polarisation between
career and non—-career staff which, like the use of part time
staff, has occured along gender lines.

There 1s considerable evidence that societies' policies,
structures and managerial attitudes continue to directly and
indirectly discriminate against women. It 1is these
practices which confine women to lower grades and ensure
their dependence on the family and which create the pool of
cheap, skilled labour that societies so willingly exploit by
increasing part time work. Gender strategies enter
management strategies throughout the operations of the
organisation.
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Chapter 1. Background.

Despite the realisation that the effects of 'new technology'
go far beyond a simple deskilling thesis, despite the
increasing number of studies in this area and despite the
fact that there has also been a considerable increase in the
number of studies of women and work, there are still
significant gaps 1n our understanding of the inter-
relationships between the labour process, the development of

technology and gender differentiation.

Within workplace studies the tendency has been for women's
work to be marginalised. It is very important that the
study of @gender relations does not become similarly
marginalised. Any analysis of the labour process which
fails to recognise that gender is fundamental to the way
work is organised, and any study of 'new technology' that
fails to see both men and women workers as gendered
subjects, can only form a partial analysis of the processes
at work. Gender as a central analytical category in the
study of work enhaces our understanding of the labour
process. This is nof to suggest that all studies of either
the labour process or technology should have the concept of
gender as their main focus but just that this concept should
be integral to all analyses. As Cockburn [1983] shows in

her study of male compositors, not only have gender



relations been neglected in workplace studies but they are

as necessary for studying a male as for a female workforce.

The objective of the present research was to study the
effects of 'mew' technology on the labour process within a
service industry and to use the concept of gender as a main
tool of analysis. In the process of the research it became
clear that the effects of the use of technology could not be
separated from the effects of other aspects of the working
environment. The study therefore concentrates on examining
the relationship between gender and the labour process
within a context of technological change. In both instances
it was found that the effect of the changes on gender
divisions and the effect of gender divisions on the changes
were fundamental to an understanding of the form that such

changes took.

The research draws upon perspectives from several areas of
theory. No single theoretical framework yet exists that can
account for the position of women in employment and there is
a lack of an adequate theory of gender and its role in
creating and reproducing relations of power. Chapter 2 will
examine the development of different theories of women's
work and how concepts taken from feminist theory can be
inter-related with these to work towards the development of

a more useful framework.

The struggle for control over +the 1labour process and
technology cannot be separated from the struggle against the
sexual division of labour. The labour process debate has



ensured that capital is seen not Jjust as an economic
category but as an analysis of the power relatioms between
employers and workers within the relations of the labour
process 1tself. To see the labour process solely within a
framework of class relations however 1s too simplistic. As
Cockburn says

"There is no workplace ....that is not patterned through

by gender and in which the power relations of employer and

employed do not mesh with a second set of power relations

between men and women." [1984a:p.©9].
Gender relations are integral to class relations and they
affect not just the relations between women and men workers
but +those among male workers and between workers and
employers. If women workers are no longer to be seen as
somehow deviant from a masculine norm then it is essential
that research takes a perspective which sees both men and
women as gendered subjects. Legge's conclusion, when
studying women personnel managers, makes the comparable
point that to Jjudge women's lack of success in terms of
their position in management is to use men as the standard
by which to judge what women do. She adds:

"Sadly, however, I suppose that this entrapment in social

norms reflecting male dominance 1s difficult 1if not
impossible to break, even with the best efforts at

consciousness raising. For our social structures are not
only sustained by these male values, but serve +to
perpetutate and reinforce them. As do these final

defeated words?" [1987:p.561].
It is easy to be pessimistic but what must be remembered is
that it is only by exposing the mechanisms by which these
structures are maintained, by emphasising the value of the
work women do and questioning the male values which are
dominant that the consciousness of women AND men can be

raised so that change may begin to occur. So long as men

_11_



are the standard by which women are Jjudged, women will
continue to be marginalised and what women bring to the work
will continue to be undervalued. In this study women's lack
of 'success' is seen in terms of that of men not because it
is judged as success but because 1t clearly shows the lack
of choice open to women should they choose to break free of

the stereotype forced onto them by social norms.

The focus of the research may be on technology and gender
differentiation within employment but since an analysis of
women's paid work outside the home is not possible without
recognising the importance of women's work in the home, the
discussion has a wider significance. A secondary objective
of this research therefore, on a theoretical level, 1is to
try to 1increase our understanding of the nature of the
position of women in the labour force. The capitalist/class
system not only benefits from the existence of gender
divisions which, 1like racial and other intraclass splits,
encourage disunity within what might otherwise be a stronger
source of opposition to capital, but its internal 1logic
cannot be fully understood without an understanding of the
underlying forces that continually reproduce segregation
within the apparently °'impersonal' wage labour system. It
is the persistence ‘of gender segregation that has 1led
employers to treat men and women as 1if they were
noninterchangeable sources of labour power. This rumns
counter to the more usual capitalist practice of

substituting cheaper labour where ever possible.



With the majority of women workers confined to low status
and low paid jobs with few prospects and little security,
this serves to maintain their economic dependence on men and
on families. This in turn helps to secure the daily and
generational reproduction of workers through the unpaid
household labour of women. The sexual division of labour
within the household is, at the same time, the factor which
constitutes women as a source of cheap and expendable
labour. This ensures that women will perform personal
services for men in the household even 1f they are also in

waged work.

Milkman argues that 1f male workers pursued theilr class
interests rather than seeking to maintain their position as
a privileged gender, they would mobilize against Jjob
segregation by sex:
"The class interest and what might be called the gender
interest of male workers directly conflict with one
another. Historically, the apparent domination of men's
gender interest over their class interest in shaping their
relationship to job segregation by sex must be explained,
not presumed from the outset as inevitable or ‘'given'.
.o For the class interest of male workers to prevail
over their gender interest in a sustained way, however, an
oppositional ideology must be generated which challenges
the legitimacy of the elaborate and deeply rooted ideology
of gender division." [1982: pp. 339,3401.
It 1is only within feminist +theory that any form of

oppositional ideology bhas begun to take shape.

Access to equal employment opportunities even on terms
unequal to men, would begin to erode women's economic
dependence on men and on families. Milkman recognises the
significance of the persistence of gender segregation. This
is why, she maintains, that as women's 1labour force



participation i1increases, occupational sex typing persists
and becomes even more important since 1t constructs women's

‘primary' commitment as the home and family, whether or not

they also work for pay.

The effects of microtechnology will not be felt uniformly in
every sector of the economy. The nature of the Ilabour
market especially as regards the gender segregation of jobs,
and the types of technology being introduced will interact
to influence the eventual outcome. There needs to be an
assessment of whether reduced 1levels of employment do in
fact lead to reduced opportunities for women or whether the
trend towards deskilling of routine tasks leads in fact to
an increased demand for 'cheaper' female labour. The extent
to which both of these processes can occur simultaneously
within a single work environment, +the extent to which
patterns of job segregation are changing and the question of
whether women can take advantage of these changes to
establish new patterns of working, are all factors which

cannot be addressed without a concept of gender.

On the question of modification of attitudes during the
process of change it may be useful to turn to concepts from
psychology. Gender difference is a power difference and as
such 1is continuously reproduced but contained within the
process of social reproduction is the possibility of
modification. The effect of any change can be the
development of contradictions. It i1s the process of coping

with these contradictions, a process of synthesis whereby



something new emerges that needs to be understood if we are

ever to understand how practices and attitudes change.

Background to Research

The predominant concept of work, in the studies of the
1960's and early 1970's, was based on very narrow
assumptions, the bias being towards manufacturing, the male
(usually skilled) worker and full time employment. This had
the effect of directing most substantive studies towards the
manufacturing sector. The few studies where women workers
were either i1included or were the focus of the research
itself, [Jephcott et al 1962; Klein 1965; Myrdal 1968] may
have provided a much needed descriptive survey of women's
employment but their analytical framework was misleading
since they ignored the significance of gender and focused

instead on the 'problem' of married women working.

New occupations are emerging whilst others are being
transformed and new technology is playing an important role
here. In many cases, such as the growth of the service
sector, these transformations have gone hand in hand with
the entry of women into the paid labour force. Given the
enormous variety of employment that is encompassed by the
term the 'service sector' there still remains a large number
of areas that are deserving of research. This sector is
currently becoming the focus for new initiatives with
studies being undertaken in public and private sectors, in
health, banking, insurance, retailing, in new technology



industries themselves and in general office work although
there still remains a lack of studies of women in white

collar occupations.

The Microelectronics in the Service Sector Research group
based at Aston University studied new technology
applications within Dbanking, retailing and the health
service, [MESS 19871 Several other projects related to new
technology in both manufacturing and the service sector are
currently underway within the Work Organisation Research
Centre and the Technical Policy Unit also based at Aston.
As an example o0of other research initiatives, the New
Technology Research Group based at Southampton University
have been predominantly concerned with technological
applications within engineering, whereas the research within
the Open University's Technology Policy Research Group has

considered both manufacturing and the service sector.

Several distinctions need to be made between the types and
effects of new technologies within these two major sectors.
Technological changes have been a fairly constant feature
within the manufacturing sector whereas, although the 'new'
technology of the typewriter helped create +the modern
office, 1in general tgrms technological applications within
service occupations are a relatively new phenomena.
Experience found within manufacturing may not be repeated
within a different environment such as an office, a hospital
Oor a supermarket. Manufacturing applications can require
very large, expensive, highly specialised equipment designed
for one purpose e.g. robotics, whereas office applications,



for example, are more likely +to make use of small,
relatively cheap and extremely versatile standard pieces of
equipment such as word processors and microcomputers, which

can be introduced in a piecemeal, unmonitored fashion.

Within western capitalist economies the number of office
workers increased by 45% in the ten years between 1970 and
1980, while the total number of workers only rose by 6%.
Over the same time the productivity of industrial workers
had risen by at least 80% whilst that of clerical workers
had risen only 4% [Hult 19801. The reasons for the
introduction of new technologies may therefore differ
between sectors. Willman and Francis [1981] suggest that
office applications are usually made with +the primary
objective of increasing control and reducing staff whereas
factory applications seldom are, even though this may be the

eventual outcome.

It is not just 1in the +types of +technology used that
differences occur between the two sectors. Other factors
such as the extent and type of unionisation and the
structure of the workforce, for example, can be of
considerable significance. A predominant feature of these
is the concentration of women workers in non-manufacturing
areas and the i1nter—-related factor of 1low 1levels of
unionisation, particularly in the private sector. In 1980
77% of working women were employed in the service sector
[Martin and Roberts 19841 and the largest single employment
category for women is clerical work, which accounts for 30%

of all employed women.



One further difference between the two sectors 1is that
whilst employment in manufacturing continues to decline,
employment in the service sector, especially since 1960, has
grown rapidly. It cannot be assumed that this rapid growth,
in some measure a compensation for industrial decline, will
continue. The effects of recession, government policies and
the increasing use of new technologies within the service
sector can all be seen as factors which reduce employment
potential. It is therefore important to develop a greater

understanding of this process within the service sector.

The Impact of New Technology within the Service Sector

The increasing use of microelectronics 1is having an impact
within all parts of the service sector. As a Science Policy
Research Unit [SPRU]l] paper shows, many of the areas
highlighted as most likely to be affected by new technology
are traditional strongholds of women's employment adding
that:
"the vulnerability of many women's jobs..... is, a
function of the types of work that women do, rather than
the technology itself".[1982:p.120]

Women are concentrated at the bottom of the office

hierarchy, comprising 74% of clerical workers and 98.6% of

typists and secretaries. Female clerical workers alone
number over two and a half million. This concentration has
important consequences for where the incidence of

adjustments to new technology will fall. For the 'skilled’
manipulators of information, microtechnology is a tool to
assist and improve the speed and quality of information; for



the information handlers it 1s a tool to increase their
productivity in the delivery of that information and
consequently has more significant employment implications.
In reality there is not always such a neat divide between
these two categories, given the number of different ways
that the use of microelectronics can affect the role of

junior and middle management.

Where substantive data are lacking is in awareness of how
these developments will affect the labour process. There
are three main areas where +the effects will be felt, on
remaining skill levels, on the organisation of work and on
gender divisions. As WVest points out, to ascertain the
level of deskilling
"..1s problematic, but there is little or no evidence of
an oaoverall increase in skills, for affected jobs but
rather at most the substitution of certain new ones,
though not always recognised, for the previous skills
displaced,"[1982:p.771
This emphasises the importance of the concept of skill, It
is a question of the control and rewarding of skills. New
skills can initially be at a premium, for example computer
programming, but once they become more commonplace they may
cease to be recognised via higher wages. In manufacturing
industries with a strong tradition of unionisation the power
of the unions can be sufficient to enable workers to retain

their status and pay, but in the service sector where the

unions are much weaker or non-existent, this is less likely

to happen.

The effect on work organisation is equally problematic.
Barker and Downing [1980] suggest that the 'social' office



with its high levels of autonomy will be transformed into a
tightly controlled, machine orientated 'production 1line’'.
This precise outcome may only be feasible 1in certain
environments. In banking, for example, one study by Smith
and Wield [1984] showed how the introduction of a mainframe
computer for the central computing of branch accounts, which
involved the development of repetitive data processing, had
led to the setting up of specific 'data processing
factories' in which relatively lower qualified women were
recruited specifically to carry out the deskilled content of
several former branch network operatiomns. In fact this new
form of work organisation was found to lead to considerable
dissatisfaction amongst the staff and was subsequently

changed.

Within service sector organisations that operate networks of
branches, the 'production line' form of work organisation
and control is not possible given the small size of most
units and yet given the higher productivity inherent within
their technological applications it is clear that control is
being exercised but in a more indirect way. This was one of
the findings presented in a report to the International
Labour Office by Loveridge et al [19861]. Smith and Wield
[1984] give the example of +the development of data
processing centres as an indication of the way that
'Taylorisation' is segregating men's work from women's work.
The extent to which a similar process of segregation along
gender lines may be occuring within branches needs to be
more closely examined. The objective of higher productivity
contains within it the concept of control. As with the



concept of 'skill' the concept of control is multi-faceted

and needs to be more clearly understood.

Many studies [Hakim 1981; Morgall 1981; Bunyan and Youdale
1981; Science Policy Research Unit 1982; Cockburn 1984bl
have suggested that i1increased polarisation and further
segregation of work along gender 1lines 1is occuring.
Promotion and career prospects have rarely been viable for
most women office workers and appear less so now. Most
women's education and training does not provide then with
qualifications or higher level skills sought by employers,
especially in technical areas. As Cockburn [1984bl shows,
even when suitably qualified, women may consciously avoid
male dominated areas of work for several reasons. These
include, a ‘realistic! assessment of their true
opportunities within such work and the 'personal' price they
have to pay by being in a male dominated culture in which
they may feel forced to change or remain 'alien'. Spencer
and Podmore [1987] present several studies on the problems
faced by women in male dominated professions. In these
terms 'management' even within a female dominated service
environment, also falls into the category of a male

dominated area of work.

Crompton and Jones suggest that even when there is some
evidence that young women today are more career orientated
the decrease in jobs available may mean that

"these hopes and aspirations may never be realised -

particularly if the impact of new technology on office
work is as severe as has been predicted".[1984: p, 165]



In order to be able to assess to what extent and in what
ways developments in new technology may be changing existing
patterns of paid and unpaid work, it may be useful to

examine some historical trends within women's employment.

Irends in Vomen's Employment

In examining the patterns of women's employment since the
turn of the century it i1s clear that despite equal pay and
anti-discrimination laws, despite small inroads into male
preserves and despite the overall increase in the number of
women workers, nothing has happened yet to disturb the
general patterns of paid and wunpaid work this century.
Opportunities for women's work still exist primarily in a
narrow range of low paid occupations, female jobs generally
being seen as unskilled and skilled jobs being regarded as
male. Thus any theory of female wage labour needs to
explain the constant nature of women's employment as much as

it needs to account for the changes.

The two major characteristics of women's employment where
change has been marginal are their concentration in certain
Occupations and their concentration in the lower paid,
unskilled grades within occupations and employment groups,
what Hakim [1979] describes as horizontal and vertical
segregation. In fact the proportion of occupations in which
women form 70 per cent or more of the workforce increased
from 9 per cent to 12 per cent between 1901 and 1971. In
1981, nevertheless, over half of all the women 1in the



productive sector still worked in only four of the nineteen
industrial groups. Similarly women continue to be over
represented in +the 1lower grades of work and under
represented 1in the higher. In fact 1in some areas
segregation has increased. Between 1911 and 1971 women's
share of skilled manual work dropped by nearly a half, from
24 per cent to 13.5 per cent and their share of unskilled
manual work more than doubled from 15.5 per cent to 37.2 per
cent. Since then, the rate of decline of women's employment
in manufacturing continues to be greater for skilled than
unskilled categories. In 1965 7% of women were classified
as skilled manual workers compared with just 4% by 1980.
Over the same period, the percentage of women classified as
unskilled manual workers actually rose, from 8% to 9%.

[ Martin and Roberts: 1984.]

The trends for clerical workers are not directly comparable
since the main increase in female employment since the last
war has been in administrative and clerical work. In: 1941
only 21 per cent of clerical workers were women but by 1973
the figure was 73 per cent. This was part of a continuing
trend away from manufacturing, so that by 1945 non-
manufacturing jobs had overtaken manufacturing as the
largest employer of women. The years of 1961 to 1980 alone
Saw an increase of over two million women in the service
sector and a drop of half a million in production areas so
that by 1985 over 75 per cent of women worked in non-
production areas. The growth of employment in the service
sector since 1900 has been an important development within

the economy.



The proportion of women in the labour force was remarkably
stable between 1901 and 1951 at around 30 per cent despite
the temporary increases during the two world wars. The
first real increase in women's participation came in the
years of relatively full employment in the 1950's and
1960's. By 1971 women formed 36.5 per cent of the workforce
which by 1984 had risen to 42 per cent. It was the
increasing proportion of married women in the workforce that
accounted for the majority of the @overall increase.
Although the size of women's labour force presence has
continued to grow, between 1971 and 1983 the number of full
time jobs actually decreased by half a million and the
number of part time jobs increased by one million. In 1983
there were a total of 8.8 million working women in Britain
of whom S million were full time and 3.8 million part
time.[Dex 19871. The 1981 UK labour force survey found that
90 per cent of part time workers were women and 80 per cent
were married. According to Mallier and Rosser [1979]
approximately four fifths of part-time women workers were

employed in the service sector.

Since 1961 there has emerged a bi-modal pattern of
employment for women, Most women work before they have a
family and then many re-enter the labour force once their
children are of school age. However according to the large
scale survey Dby martin and Roberts [1984] this 1is
increasingly a less accurate picture of how a large group of
women behave in the labour market. Besides those who follow
a bi-modal pattern there are a similar sized group that
return to work between births. Women spend more of their
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working lives in the labour market now than ever before.
Martin and Roberts suggest that this trend will continue;

they conclude:

"It is likely that this will have implications for women's
position in the labour market and the importance they
attach to working"[1984:p.187]

This might be the case for some women but there 1is no

evidence to show that it is changing the type of work that

most women do.

Further analysis of the women and employment survey by Dex
[ 1984] shows that younger women take less time off for child
birth but approximately two thirds return to part time jobs.
This would appear to counter any increased importance of
work for women in terms of developing a career since women
who return part time invariably experience downward
occupational mobility and as Dex says, disproportionately
appear in semi-skilled domestic work or shop assisant work.
Even when women return to the same type of work or remain
with the same organisation a move from full time to part
time working invariably involves a return to the lowest
grade, to more routine, less interesting work and often also

to a lower rate of pay.

Joshi's [1984] analysis of the same data shows that child
bearing reduces subsequent participation in the paid economy
by around seven years and subsequent earned income by about
a half, Continuity of employment is again a very important
factor for the development of many careers, particularly
those that require some form of professional training since
the acquisition of qualifications is frequently restricted

- 25 -



in terms of age. In the insurance industry for example,
Ryan and Medlam [1984] show how most companies are prepared
to sponsor candidates who wish to study for professional
qualifications but that it is usual for this facility to be

withdrawn after the employees mid-twenties,

The question of trends in unemployment have only become
significant 1in the last decade. Between 1971 and 1980 in
all but two years a larger proportion of women than men have
become unemployed. The actual unemployment figures for
women are not as enlightening as those for men since far
greater numbers of women elther fail to or are not eligible
to register. Dex [1987]1 quoting EOC figures showed that
women's unemployment had risen from 280,700 in 1976 +to
854, 000 in 1983L As Oakley and Oakley [1979] point out,
women's limited entitlement to unemployment benefit results
in a lesser motivation to register as unemployed. It has
been estimated that the official figure should be more than
doubled to reflect the true numbers of women willing to and

available for work.

The occupational distribution of women workers has changed
greatly since 1900 but this has occured within the context
of continuing sex segregation and disproportionate rates of
pay. In the 1970's there were several legislative attempts
to improve the position of women in employment. In 1970
the Equal Pay Act gave women the right to claim equal pay
for equal work, although within a segregated workforce this
only had a 1limited effect. The definition of sex
discrimination in terms of ‘equal pay for equal work'
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completely obscures the central issue of unequal work.
Between 1948 and 1970 women's average hourly earnings were
approximately 60 per cent of men's and by 1977 this had
risen to 75 per cent. This percentage subsequently declined
so that in 1979 it was just 73 per cent and it rose again to
75:1 by 1282 [Phillips 19881, As Phillips points out this
figure only rTelates +to +tThe hourly rates for Ifull time
workers so it 1in fact over estimates the gains made by
women. In 1975 there was the Employment Protection Act
which made provision for some employed women to take
maternity leave and 1n the same year came the Sex
Discrimination Act which made it unlawful to discriminate
against a job applicant or employee on the grounds of his or

her sex, except in a few specified occupations.

Hakim [1981] notes that the increase in proportion of women
in pald employment has caused a marginal decline 1in
horizontal segregation but discouragingly a trend towards
greater vertical segregation. As she concludes, the overall

Picture is one of continuity within change.

Choice of Research Area

The choice of research area, building society branches, was
made because it has a unique combination of features. The
use of microelectronics is increasing at a very rapid rate
throughout the whole of the building society industry, since
the majority of their work is information processing which
is tailor made for the new technology. In most of the



larger societies this has gone far beyond the usual office
technology of word processors and the transfer of some head
office functions to a mainframe computer. It involves the
computerisation of all aspects of building society work
especially in the area of branch automation, where they lead
the rest of the finance sector. This clearly represents a

major economic investment for the building societies.

Although the use of technology has made an impact upon the
work carried out at head offices these have not been
included in the study for several reasons. To study
adequately the huge variation of tasks performed at head
office would have restricted the scope of the research in
terms of the number of societies included. Also the
technology in use within head offices is comparable with
that in use in other sectors and it is within the branches
that the latest technological developments are occuring.
This does not mean that societies' head offices are
undeserving of research, since, in relation to potential
loss of jobs the effects of technology are further

compounded by the trend towards decentralisation.

Continuous and rapid growth has always been a hallmark of
the building society movement. Their combined assets in
1960 were £3,166 million which had reached £120,757 million
by 1985. The 1970's was a period of very rapid branch
expansion, between 1974 and 1983 the number of branches
increased from 3,009 to 6,500. Between 1983 and 1986 +the
rate of new branch openings has slowed down considerably,
with there still being only 6,900 branches by 1986. Where



new branches are opening they tend to be 1local or sub

branches attached to a main branch which usually only do the

routine investment work.

Based on an estimate of productivity, combined with
employment levels, Rajan [1985] estimated that business
volume had increased at an annual average rate falling
somewhere between 8 and 15 per cent over the period 1969 to
1982. The figures for growth in total assets are
considerably higher, for example, from 1979 to 1985 the top
five societies had an annual average growth in assets of 19
per cent. The pattern of continuing growth has been little
affected by the recession in the general economy. The
development of +technology within ©building societies by
aiding the development of new products has increased the
amount of work and the range of tasks performed at branches
but at the same time higher productivity has led to a
declining rate of staff increases in all parts of the
organisation, Since growth continues, the problem of
redundancies, which could greatly influence workers
attitudes towards computerisation, does not arise as a major

issue.

The Building Society movement in 1985 employed 65,600 people
in 167 societies. As Rajan points out this underestimates
the industry's total contribution to employment because it
omits jobs created within the societies network of 24,000
agencies, Employment figures for the industry have only
been kept since 1969 when the total number of employees was
24, 000. The figures given for the industry include both



head office and branch staff unless otherwise stated. By
1985 the numbers had nearly trebled with a remarkable 173
per cent increase, an average of 7 per cent per year up

until 1981 since when it has dropped to around 4 per cent.

The percentage of part time workers has been increasing at a
far higher rate of 28 per cent per annum over the last ten
years. The total percentage of part time workers has risen
from just 4 per cent in 1971 to 18 per cent in 19865. This
has contributed towards the percentage of female workers in
the industry increasing from 65 per cent in 1979 to over 71
per cent by 1985. This is a far higher percentage than in
other areas of the finance sector where, for example, in
1982 in insurance 46 per cent and in banking 57 per cent of

the workforce were female, [Rajan 19851].

Building societies not only have a very high percentage of
women workers but in many societies it is possible to find
men and women working in the same jobs at different levels
of branch work. Both of these factors are advantageous for
the purposes of the present study, when considering the
question of gender differentiation at work; +the first
because it cannot be claimed that women do not achieve
promotion because of their relative ‘'secarcity' and the
second because it makes direct comparisons between men and

women possible within each job.

Given the high percentage of part time workers and the
fragmented nature of the industry, i.e. over 6,500 branches
with an average of seven staff at each, it it to be expected



that there 1is 1little union representation for building
society staff. The class position of white collar workers
generally may be considered ambiguous but this particular
industry retains a fairly solid 'middle class' image. This
has not however prevented an increasing, but still very
small, number of clerical workers from recognising that
their interests may be better served by joining a trade
union. The Banking, Insurance and Finance Union, BIFU,
represents over 2,000 employees, almost half of them at just
two medium sized societies. In total BIFU is recognised by

twelve medium to small societies.

In most large societies the employees are represented by
independent staff associations which operate as trade unions
but which are not affiliated to the TUC. In the largest
independent staff association, the issue of new technology
falls within the remit of their Systems and Equipment
committee. As the 1984 annual report of the Staff
Association says:

“"Following the Society's decision to computerise the

procedures relating to mortgage applications, members of

the Systems and Equipment Committee were invited to take

part in joint discussions as the new procedures were
developed."

As one staff association official said, the society uses
this committee as a channel of communication with the staff
to explain the purpose of the new systems rather than to
invite them to have any say in the decisions that are made.
A similar finding was made by Child and Tarbuck [1985]1 in

relation to the introduction of new technology within the

banking sector.



In one society, where BIFU gained recognition after the
introduction of branch automation, a new technology sub-
committee has been set up but this development is too recent
for it to have bhad any involvement yet. Both staff
associations and unions claim to represent the interests and
concerns o0f their staff and therefore judging by the
experience of the associations, 1t is unlikely that new
technology will become a major issue in discussions with
socleties, even where an external union is present. This
suggests that societies are able to introduce and develop
their desired technologies free from any consideration of
other needs that a union might wish to promote on behalf of

the staff.

The substantive and theoretical issues raised within the
area of new technology, the 1labour process and gender
differentiation are of such complexity that it is not
possible to address them all to a similar depth within a
single research project. It does remain essential however
that both the context of the study and its theoretical
pPerspective be recngpised not merely so that the research
findings can be located within it but also to help identify

other issues and questions raised by the research.

The questions raised in this chapter which will be addressed
by the present study are summarised below. There is a clear
inter-relationship between the questions raised about the



use of technology, gender patterns, theoretical implications

and trends within the building society industry itself.

1. How have building societies approached the adoption of
new technologies, what have been the influences on them and

the reasons given for their choices?

2. What are the main differences between societies and what
is the significance of such variables for the issues of

technology and gender?

3. What is the present position of women employees in the

building society industry and are there any signs of change?

4. Vhat factors other than +the use of technology are
influencing these changes? E.g. Levels of competition,
growth rates, mergers, promotion opportunities, the
importance of qualifications and the relevance of different

forms of staff representation.

g, Are any future trends discernable, in the use of

technology and its implications?

6. The use of technology leads to changes in the labour
process; change can lead to contradictions which need to be
coped with and this can lead to +the emergence of new
patterns of working. The precise changes which are occuring

in skill levels, in the organisation of work and in gender

Segregation need to be established.
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7. What are the effects on skill levels at each level in the

hierarchy?

8. How is work being reorganised and why does reorganisation

take that form?

9. As changes in work organisation occur how are patterns of

gender segregation reproduced?

10. Is the level of gender segregation increasing and is it
accompanied by increasing polarisation? What are the causes

and what form does it take?

11. Does the use of new technology with the emergence of new
patterns of working increase or decrease opportunities for

women or both?

12. Does the increase in the level of women's participation
in the workforce have any implications for their position in
the labour market or on the importance that they attach to

working?

13. If women's attitudes to work are changing but the type
of work available is not, what are the possible effects of

such contradictions?

14. How do the experiences of women in supervisory or

management positions compare and contrast with those of

their male colleagues?



15. What are the effects of women's relationship to domestic

life and the possible requirement of childcare facilities on

their employment opportunities?

16. Are any effects of the 1970/1975 equal opportunity

legislation discernable?

17, What 1is +the relationship between patriarchal and
capitalist systems? Do their interests coincide or

conflict? Which tend to dominate, in which circumstances?

18. Which aspects of patriarchal and capitalist systems can
account for the constant mnature of women's employment and

which for its changing nature?

The thesis can be divided broadly into four parts. Chapters
1, 2 and 3 give the background to the research and present
the main issues. Chapters 4 and 5 give an account of the
documentary and survey data for the movement as a whole,
while chapters 6, 7 and 8 draw on the case study data to
analyse the processes that operate within societies. The

conclusions are drawn in chapter 9.

Chapter 1 has presented the background to the research in
relation to the issues raised and their practical and
theoretical relevance. It also 1looked briefly at +the
research area itself and the reasons for its choice.
Chapter 2 examines the theoretical background to the study.
It considers several attempts within economic and feminist

=35 =




theory to account for +the the position of women in
employment. It also looks more closely at the concepts of
technology and skill as they relate to the issues raised.
It concludes by briefly considering the relevance of class
theory for this research. Chapter 3 describes the

methodological approach taken by the research.

Chapter 4 begins by looking at the development of building
societies, thelr statutory position and a description of the
present size and scope of the sector. It then goes on to
consider the development and extent of computerisation
within the industry as a whole. In the second part of the
chapter the data obtained from the interview survey of ten
of the top thirty societies are used to examine more closely
the operating philosophies, the merger decisions and the
reasons for computerisation of these societies, to establish
a more comprehensive context for the case study data which
are presented later. Chapter 5 considers the role of
building societies as an employment sector. It looks at
employment levels and computerisation, general employment
trends and patterns of gender divisions. It combines
statistical data with interview data from the survey of ten
societies to consider recruitment and promotion patterns,

the growth of part time employment, payment structures and

staff representation.

Chapter 6 uses the data obtained from the case studies to
further develop the issues raised in chapter 4. It begins
by briefly describing the three case study societies and
then considers each one individually in relation to the work




organisation and use of technology within 1ts branches.
Chapters 7 and 8 use the case study data to address the
employment issues raised in chapter 5 and analyse the inter
relationships between gender and the labour process.
Chapter 7 considers the issues of recruitment, promotion and
professional qualifications. Chapter 8 looks at the growth
of part time work and considers the potential for change
that is offered by the emergence of non-stereotypical roles

and different forms of staff representation.

Chapter © begins by summarising and discussing the main
conclusions of +the thesis. It next considers  the
implications of these for theory and the further questions
that are raised. It concludes by briefly considering the

policy implications of the findings.




Chapter 2. Theory.

As stated in chapter 1, no theoretical framework yet exists
that can adequately ‘'explain' the position of women in
employment. Equally, in terms of accounting for the effects
of technological developments, the rate of change 1itself
inhibits the development of a theoretical framework. This
chapter discusses some of the concepts, issues and
theoretical developments that have a bearing on these

problens.

The chapter divides into four sections, the first considers
how labour market theories have attempted to account for
women's employment, the second looks at developments within
feminist theory, the third at technology and skill within
labour process theory and finally there is a brief

consideration of class theory as it relates to gender.

Labour Market Theories and Women's Employment

In parallel with past empirical studies, the concept of
gender has been conspicuous by its absence from the majority
of theories of wage labour. It is within economic theory
that some of the first attempts were made to incorporate an
account of women's work. Human capital theory explains wage
differentials in terms of perfect competition; wages are a
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return on investment and an individuals human capital is
their education, training and experience. WVomen's stock of
human capital is lower than men's because they are less
likely to have invested in skills and their childrearing
role means that they are wunlikely to have continuous
employment and relevant work experience. Such a theory is
inadequate on many grounds but mainly because, as Siltanen
[1981]1 says, a wide pay differential remains between men and
women's hourly earnings even when education and training are
taken into account. It assumes the primacy of the
childrearing role and ignores all the constraints on the

choices open to women.

Similar problems arise with later theories such as those
based on dual labour market analyses which recognise the
existence of a primary and a secondary sector within the
labour market,. The primary labour market, whether intermnal
or external, is distinguished from the secondary by
requiring specific skills, offering job stability and having
its own internal structure. Any sectors of the workforce
assumed to have an unstable work pattern, for example women
and workers belonging to ethnic and other minority groups,
are typically associated with the secondary sector. This
pattern 1s established in both the manufacturing and the
service sector. The dual labour market approach can account
for technological change and the process of
professionalisation since as certain workers develop higher
qualifications or more sophisticated skills both involve a
greater investment in the employee and their experience
becomes increasingly more important to an employer, Such
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employees invariably receive greater benefits 1in terms of

pay and job security.

Vhether the polarisation of workers into career and non-
career staff, or into skilled and non-skilled was apparent
before, the development of technology has tended to
emphasise these divisions. The computerisation of many
routine clerical functions has led in many instances to the
deskilling of clerical work, the lowering of recruitment
requirements and training and the increased use of part time
workers. The emergence of a more clearly defined secondary
sector in many employment areas combined with the fact that
they are comprised almost exclusively of women, would appear

to lend credibility to this theory.

There are many weaknesses in this argument. 1t offers no
explanation of women's work in the primary sector. Also, to
show for example that there is a higher turnover in female
than male wage labour, is not to prove that female labour is
less committed. If women, having little choice, are largely
confined to +the secondary market, their low ray, low
promotion prospects and lower job security would surely
account for their lower commitment. The difference in

commitment or orientation to work is more likely to be work

related than gender related.

Barron and Norris [1976]1 in trying to refine this theory,

identify secondary workers in terms of their dispensability,

clearly visible social differences, 1little interest in

training and lack of solidarity. They argue that these




characteristics differentiate female from male wage labour.
They maintain that sexual discrimination is a ‘'red herring'
and that it 1is primarily market forces which determine
women's position in the 1labour market. Yet by citing
examples of women's disadvantaged position as reasons Ifor
their disadvantaged position, the argument 1is plainly
tautological. Dual labour market theories, equally, cannot
account for the differences in male and female wage labour

within each sector.

The 1linking of dual 1labour market theories and radical
economic theories led to an acknowledgement of the
importance of discrimination by sex and race whether of an
intentional or an institutionalised nature. Edwards [ 1979]
discusses the idea of control of the labour process whereby
the control by capitalists over their increasingly organised
workforce 1is dependent upon the maintenance of internal
divisions. According to this view, the sex-typing of jobs
and occupational segregation along racial lines is
functional under monopoly capitalism because 1t makes for
such disunities. By focusing wupon already existing
divisions the patterns of work established are particularly
persistent and resistant to change. There is a general
similarity in this view with +the split into primary and
secondary labour markets. However, as Milkman [ 1980] points
auty, ‘this theoretical framework does not attempt to explain
Occupational segregation by sex as a distinct phenomenon but
sees it as one of several divisions within the working class

in an advanced capitalist society, It still cannot




adequately explain the 1location of women workers in

particular places in the occupational structure.

A second major focus for theories of female wage labour has
been Marx's concept of the reserve army of labour. Whereas
dual labour market theory gives a static view of the labour
market, the reserve army theory offers a dynamic analysis.
Braverman [1974] sees the reserve army as the excess labour
from industry plus female labour drawn from the home. He
follows Marx by describing the three types of reserve, as
floating, latent and stagnant and describes women as part of
the floating and stagnant reserves. In essence the reserve
army 1is called wupon in times of expansion and easily
disposed of in times of recession. There has been much
debate about what actually comprises a reserve army and much
critical comment on how it represents women in the labour
force. Beechey [1977] points out that the theory
underestimates the power of the unions in keeping women out
and, similarly, Milkman [1976] argues that the substitution

of women for men is unlikely in a segregated labour market,

Bruegel [1979] believes +that the reserve army of labour
theory is still valid but that it needs qualification. She
feels that the theory is important because it places the
specifics of female labour within a general Marxist model of
capital accumulation. She believes that women do act as a
reserve to be called upon in times of need, as in the two
world wars or in an expanding economy. Milkman would argue

that women cannot form a reserve army if they are not easily

disposable in times of recession, which they are not in in a
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segregated labour market. Bruegel believes that women are
more easily disposable and therefore bear a disproportionate
amount of unemployment because of the type of work that they

do, its 1low status, 1low skill level and laow 1level of

unionisation.

The strength of either argument depends largely upon the
relative importance of horizontal and vertical segregation.
Cases can be stated i1n support of both these positions
within specific employment sectors depending upon whether it
is predominantly a female or a male area of employment.
However, these arguments cannot detract from the point that
any form of the reserve army theory cannot explain the
position of women in the labour market without resorting to
circular arguments since this greater vulnerability is never
questioned. Bruegel maintains that economic criteria have
primacy and she explains women's vulnerability as due to the
type of work that they do, maintaining that ideology is not

a major influence on this greater vulnerability.

Any theory that separates women's waged work from women's
work in the home leads to a very one-sided understanding of
women's position in the labour force and hence has little
analytical wvalue. All the theories discussed so far assume
that women enter the labour market On a casual basis rather
than as 'real’ workers., Whereas this may be true for some
women who because of the lack of any other opportunities are
obliged to enter as casual workers, it by no means is valid
for the majority of women who, especially when working full
time, are making an equal contribution with any male worker
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and may be seeking a career. They all explain the changing
nature of the 1labour market as a response to economnmic
factors but they can in no way explain the constant nature
of women's employment. Since, as Siltanen [(1981] points
out, all of these theories were conceptualised without
gender divisions in mind, the gender division of labour is
presented as incidental to the social relations of
production, whereas it should be seen as integral. The
gender division of labour does not refer Jjust to the
division of work between home and the workplace, but more
lmportantly to the division of work on the basis of gender

within both the home and the workplace.

Developments Within Feminist Theory

Feminism as a set of theoretical perspectives does not
assume that there is anything essential about sexual
hierarchy and oppression, by placing the sexual division of
labour within identifiable social conditions. There have
been many developments within feminist thought but basic to
them all has been the importance of an ideology of gender
whether it is referred to as patriarchy or not. Ideology is
S€en as an extremely important site for the construction and
reproduction of women's oppression. Since other theories
ignore or minimise the influence of ideology it is pPrimarily
within the spectrum of feminist theory that both material
and ideological factors can be theorised as inter-relating
in attempts to account for the position of women both in the

labour process and in society itself,

_44_




Feminism is not a single theoretical perspective and there
are many different, even at times contradictory, positions.
The primary division that has become established 1is that
between radical feminism and Marxist feminism. Eisenstein.
H. [1984]1 defines radical feminists as holding that gender
oppression 1s the oldest and most profound form of
exploitation which predates and underlies all other forms of
oppression including those of race and class. Marxist, or
as she refers to them, socialist feminists would argue that
class, race and gender oppression interact in a complex way
and that class oppression stems from capitalism and that
capitalism must be eliminated for women to be liberated.
Thus Marxist feminists are critical of radical feminists who
view the family as having primacy over all other social
relations. However the Marxist feminist position that the
social relations of production have primacy over all social
relationships including those of the family, is equally
problematic. The influence of Marxism with its emphasis on
the primacy of production has meant, for example, that the
problem of subjectivity i.e. an understanding of women's
socialisation into the female role, has at best been seen as

secondary but in the main has been ignored.

Lieven [1981] looks at attempts to develop a theory of sexed
subjectivity which is engaged with accounting for the
apparent universality of various forms of sexual oppression
while remaining located in historical materialism. Since no
economic theory can adequately account for women's position
in the labour force, any analysis must consider the complex
re;atimn between economic factors and ideological factors
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which may be compatible or contradictory. Materialist
theories of social relations are opposed to any theory that
depends on essentialism in the attempt to characterise
'human nature'. There may be biological differences but the
soclal construction of sex differences are not essential and
are not part of biological reality. They are part of a
particular organisation and 1its accompanying ideological
constructions. In uncovering such ideologies the historical
materialist method 1is +to ask whose interests do these

ideologies serve.

The ideas of Althusser [1971]1, that ideology has as much
real force and material effects as do economic or political
constraints, and those of Lacan [1977] with the development
of psychoanalytical theory away from biological determinism,
were both seen as attractive by feminists. It was a
positive step towards an understanding of women's
socialisation into the female role since the way that women
were constructed as women went beyond what could be
uncovered via consciousness raising. The wview that
socialisation is inevitable is challenged by the idea that
the unconscious could be structured differently under
different forms of social relations as put forward by
Henriques et al. [1984]. They believe that Lacan remains
phallocentric and universalistic through his use of language
as a timeless symbolic order. They wish to replace this
with an emphasis on discursive relations viewed in their
historical specificity. Lieven sees the problem as being,
that biological reproduction is still S0 central an aspect
of our social organisation that it is difficult to distance




oneself sufficiently to be able to analyse the social
categories of 'female' and ‘'male’. The importance of such
developments is their ability to argue that the current

relations between the sexes are not the inevitable result of

biological differences.

The development of ideas within radical feminism in America,
over the last fifteen years began with an analysis of sex
roles and the argument that it was the polarisation between
these +that needed to be reduced. It established the
distinction between sex and gender but its suggestion of
some form of androgyny was soon rejected. This reaction led
to the development of a woman centred perspective in which
women were encouraged to overcome their disadvantage and
make inroads into typically male occupations. However in
this analysis the nature of the patriarchal structure went
virtually unmentioned. Again, somewhat 1in reaction to
previous ideas, female differences came to be viewed not as
a disadvantage but as the potential source of their strength
and power. So rather than minimising women's experiences
these were studied in order to extend the analysis of the
social construction of gender. This was a useful
development which unfortunately became overshadowed by the
emergence of the more reactionary concept of the moral
superiority of women. This position of universalism became
increasingly aifficult to defend and more recent
developments are now recognising the diversity of women's
experiences and situations in relation to

race, class,

culture and religion. As Barrett says:

"The reason why radical feminism was unsatisfactory lay in

its failure to provide an adequate analysis of the
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oppression it denounced with such certainty, Even 1n

the areas where it has contributed most, such as the
analysis of sexual politics, radical feminism re;uses to
attend to issues that cannot be incorporated into the
elemental model of male supremacy."[1980:p.4]

The development of a feminist perspective this side of the
Atlantic in the late 1960's focused on housework rather than
waged work, as Beechey says:
“,.feminist thinking about work has sought to widen the
category beyond its commonsense usage in contemporary

discourse. Whereas 'work ‘' has become synonymous with
‘employment' ...feminists have emphasised that women work

in a varlety of different ways and that the concept of
work in contemporary usage refers to only one limited kind
of work, paid or waged work."[1984:p.11]
The belief was that it was the family that 1lay behind
women's oppression and that i1t was essential that housework
was seen as a form of work. The domestic labour debate, as
Beechey says, was an important moment in feminist analysis
of work, because despite the economistic nature of much of

the conceptualising, it did serve to widen the concept of

'work!'.

Feminists next turned their attention towards developing an
analysis of women's wage labour. As was the case with the
domestic labour analysis their perspective relied heavily on
concepts and theories from Marxist analysis. As has been
shown by the debate surrounding the reserve army of labour
thesis, dicussed above, and the basic Marxist tenet of <the
primacy of the relations of production, the development of a
specifically feminist perspective has

not been POossible

within a purely Marxist framework. It has increasingly

become the practice to refer to this theoretical Perspective

as socialist feminism thus at Once enabling feminism +to
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develop in a more independent way whilst at the same time

acknowledging the interdependence of modes of production
with modes of reproduction. In recognising a need for a
theory of sex-gender systems or patriarchy, the debate has
centred on whether it is possible to unify capitalist and

patriarchal theories or whether a dual system exists

requiring a dual theory.

The dual systems debate has existed in some form or another
for many years and covers a range of different formulations.
In describing the systems of sex oppression and class

oppression a variety of terms have been used which include

' mode of production and mode of reproduction' and
‘capitalism and patriarchy’. Many, including Barrett
[19801, have critisised the wuse of +the concept of

‘patriarchy' partly because its inherent universality makes
it difficult to specify historical 1limits, changes or
differences, As Cockburn [1986] says, this claim cannot be
substantiated since sex/gender systems have clearly changed
throughout history and that at each stage male power has
taken on a different form. It is also felt that confusion
could be caused by its dual meaning; between its original
sense as 'rule of the father' and its more recent sense as
the domination of women by men. Either by stated definition
or by obvious implication, the appropriate meaning of +the
word is usually very apparent in any given argument. One of
the reasons why the concept 1is unacceptable 1is Possibly
related to the fact that it Specifies a system of oppression
which 1is external to capitalism and in +this sense the
argument can be seen to parallel the dual systems debate.
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The concept of patriarchy, when used in the sense of male

dominance despite its strict 1naccuracy, remains a useful

term to signify briefly what is also referred to as the

sex/gender system.

The present focus of attention has stemmed from recent and
unsuccessful attempts to merge Marxist and feminist theory
as typified by Hartmann's article, 'The Unhappy Marriage of
Harxism and Feminism' [19791]. Young views the dual systems
debate as the synthesis of Marxism and radical feminism and
describes it as:

"perhaps the most wvital and profound development in

contemporary Marxist theory. ... dual systems theory says
that women's oppression arises from two distinct and
relatively autonomous systems. The system of male

domination, most often 'patriarchy,' produces the specific
gender oppression of women; the system of the mode of
production and class relations produces  the class

oppression and work alienation of most women. Patriarchy
'interacts' with the system of the mode of production - in
our case capitalism - to produce the concrete phenomena of

women's oppression in society."[1980:pp. 169, 1701,
Despite having described patriarchy and capitalsim as two
Systems, she herself argues the case for unitary working,
believing that if capitalism and patriarchy are found in
identical social and economic conditions then they must

belong to the same single system.

The argument for capitalism and patriarchy as two distinct
systems arises from the fact that they are based on two
entirely different authority systems, they have distinect
histories and they may in different historical and social

situations either reinforce or contradict one another

Since many aspects of women's OpPpression go beyond the

capitalist mode of production then patriarchal relations
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cannot derive from capital. Hartmann [1979] maintains that
the relations of reproduction are not capitalist but
cultural relations since they occur throughout history. The
economic organisation of a society may change over time but
patriarchy provides a system of hierarchy and control which

is used by the dominant economic force at the time.

Neither patriarchy nor capitalism can be viewed in a pure
form, both are flexible and combine to form a social and
economic system within which they are mutually reinforcing.
There will be tensions between the interests of these two
systemns. As Walby shows [1986] the relationship is not
harmonious but one of tension and conflict as capitalism and
patriarchy interrelate to produce new systems of gender
relations. She maintains that analyses which attempt to
reduce gender inequality to the workings of capitalism or
those which assert that patriarchy simply reinforces
capitalist social relations cannot account for such

conflicts,

Beechey [1979] argued that to see the patriarchal system as
separate from the capitalist system would present
theoretical problems. If there were two systems of
exploitation, sexual and class, then there was no analysis
yet developed of the complex and contradictory ways in which
the production process and the family related to each other.
It is true that there are theoretical problems but this
could equally be seen as an argument for Proceeding with
both types of analysis, making it possible to compare their
relative usefulness and generally to make progress towards
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an analysis which will ©be able to account for the

contradictions and complexities associated with women's

position in society. Cockburn [1986]1 considers that all
attempts at theoretical unification have failed in one of
two ways. Firstly, the power of patriarchy can be subtly
subordinated to that of capitalism by the use of concepts
that suggest that capitalism uses patriarchy or that
patriarchy 1s defined by the needs of capital. Secondly,
those that adhere to the unitary theory still talk about the
two systems separately with continual referrals to
‘interrelationships’. What is really of concern to many
Marxist feminists 1s that any feminist theory not based in
Marxism leaves the Marxist analysis of production untouched
by feminist thinking. This may well point to a shortcoming
in Marxist theory but as Hartmann [1979] says, the needs of
Marxism - to remain a viable theory — must not be allowed to

continue to dominate feminism.

In conclusion 1t must be emphasised that it is too
simplistic to devise an analysis of women's employment that
is based either solely on the 'needs' of capital or solely
on the sexual division of labour within the family. What is
needed is an explanation of how the process operates which,
despite numerous changes in women's participation within the
capitalist ecaonomy, 1éads to the persistence of the sexual
division of work, both paid and unpaid. Despite the
problems with the dual systems approach, by conceptualising
a sex/gender system separately from the capitalist system,

it enables those aspects of gender ideology which operate to

be more clearly recognised. There is a need to examine the
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origin of gender ideologies within material practices, as

Cockburn says,

"Material practices gain expression in ideological terms.
Ideology bears upon and influences material practices.
There 1is sometimes contradiction between practices and
ideas. There is change and development, at both levels,
often at different paces".[1986:p.84]
These systems may be conceptualised as separate but they do
inter-relate to form a single 'system' at a societal level.
Vithin any single social system there are many complex
processes at work and unless these can be separately
identified and analysed there is no way that they can be
fully understood. As Walby writes:
"The forms of patriarchal organisation are varied and they
intersect in complicated ways with capitalist relations
and the technicalities of specific production processes."
[1986:p.31.
Vithout a clear understanding of +the <causes and the

persistence of such processes there is little chance that

efforts to change them will be successful,

Technology and Skill in the Labour Process

Changes in technology bring about changes in the
relationship between the elements of the labour process.
New technology is crossing occupational and technological
boundaries and it 1is eroding +the material base for
traditional job and skill categories. This should provide
an opportunity to reduce the level of gender segregation in
employment. However it is at such times that the underlying

pProcesses, whereby ideology and material forces combine to

pPrevent this, can be most clearly identified.




In Marxist theory part of this process has been seen as the

process of deskilling. Despite the oversimplification of
this concept as developed by Braverman [ 1974]) and the
problems in its definition, skill remains a central issue.
In essence, Braverman saw the development of technology as a
means for capital to increase its control over the labour
process by means of the division of labour and the
degradation of work. He described the primary objective of

scientific management as the dissociation of +the labour

process from the skills of the workers.

It 1s important to clarify what is meant by skill since as
Beechey (19781 notes, different conceptions have different
theoretical and political implications. Barker and Downing
suggest that:
"conventional notions of skill and deskilling cannot be
applied to a predominantly female labour force because the
very fact of a job being labelled as 'women's work' brings
in enormous ideological determination which enables its

content 'somehow' to be devalued."[1980:p.93]

Conventional notions of skill which might therefore exclude

women need to be expanded upon. Beechey identifies three
aspects of skill; as conventional definitions of
occupational status [as used by Barker and Downingl, as

control over the labour process, in terms of task and
content, and as objective competencies, When skill is
defined in these ways the influence of other factors such as

gender can be seen more clearly. It shows the importance

and the necessity of questioning apparently objective

assessments of job content.
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As Crompton and Jones [1984] found, many female clerical
jobs involved relatively skilled and demanding work when
compared with some more senior male administrative jobs.
Their "inescapable" conclusion was that there were a large
minority of jobs where the grade level reflected not soO much
the character of the job as that of the occupant. Davies
and Rosser [1984] expanded this concept of gendered jobs in
their study of health service administration. Crompton and
Jones added that women in low status clerical work were not
so generally seen as unskilled as were their counterparts in
manufacturing. They were valued for their skill but more
valued for their cheapness. In her study of sex and skill
in the clothing industry, Coyle [1982] uses the concept of
skill - where men's machining is defined as skilled work and
women's machining as semi-skilled - to show how the problem
of women's dependency is ideologically reproduced within the

organisation of the labour process itself.

It is important to distinguish between a loss of individual
skill and the degradation of work. [Cockburn: 1983]. In
defining skill Cockburn also identifies +three basic
components. There is the skill that is inherent in workers
themselves which is acquired through training and
experience, there is the skill level that is required by a
specific job which may or may not match the skill level of
the individual in that job and finally there is +the
political definition of skill as those aspects of a job for
which the workers can gain recognition. As the process of
degradation and intensification of work and the

use of

technology increases, the differentials between the three




aspects of skill increases, With +the introduction of
technology, for example, workers may acquire new skills
which could suggest a process of skill enhancement but since
all their previous skills are no longer required due to the
degradation of their jobs, they feel as though they have
been deskilled. In the printing industry Cockburn thus
shows how the loss of skill is not necessarily equivalent to
the degradation of work since skills can be felt to be lost
and yet in terms of pay, hours, working conditions and even

a reduction in the division of labour, the work cannot be

said to have been degraded.

The definition of skill and the concept of deskilling are
also related to the concept of control. When deskilling
occured in areas with strong craft unions, because they were
able to retain control over entry to the trade, the craft
label came to include other factors such as a supervisory
role and resulted in no loss of relative status and power.
As women were largely excuded from craft unions the
definition of skill had less to do with job content than

with gender and bargaining power.

Phillips and Taylor [1980] argue that Braverman was wrong to
dismiss skill categories as mystifying and they give
examples of three ways that sexual hierarchy is related ta
the formation of skill categories. They show how in
manufacturing differences in skill classifications cannot be
rationalised in terms of the content of +the work but are
related to the downgrading of women's skills such as

'dexterity’ as compared with male qualities such as




'strength'. More common than that, they argue, 1s clerical
work where a new kind of labour is created which is defined
as 'female' from its beginnings and which therefore cannot
be compared with previous or existing men's jobs. This new
category of work was classified as 'inferior' less by virtue
of the skills required for it but by virtue of the
‘inferior' status of women who came to perform it. In this
way they argue that gender relations enter directly into the
development of capitalist relations. As Cockburn [1983]
says, the differences in skills between men and women are
part of sex/gender relations and part of the class system
since they derive partly from the process of patriarchy and

partly from capitalism.

This is the context into which technological changes within
the office have been introduced. The effect of technology
on skill levels and individual job control is far from
clear. One major objective in the use of information
technology in an organisation 1s to increase control from
above. What managers mean by 'control' can vary. It does
not necessarily imply control of labour but can mean +the
control of work, data flows and stock control etc. There
bhas been the development of new skills associated with new
technologies but the jobs which have been ‘simplified’ by
the use of microelectronics have to date been primarily
areas of women's employment [Science Policy Research Unit
1982]1. As Huws showed:

"Vhere new technology is introduced into mixed workplaces

women's Jjobs are much more 1likely to be affected than

men's jobs. In the TURIC survey, 60% of workplaces
employed more men than women, but in only 17% of cases




were more men's jobs than women's affected by automation.®
[1080: p.1051.

Despite this, the ideology that technology 1is predmminantly
'male’ still persists [ Cockburn 198411l . Access to
technological training and jobs is problematic for women for
several reasons. There are the assunptions of recruiters
that women are not 'suitable' for certain kinds of work,
there is the nature of a male dominated culture which can be
very alienating for women, and there is the fact that the
huge majority of women still lack the relevant education

required for entry,

Suggestions that the deskilling of predominantly male
occupations could open up new areas for women's employment
may counter the reduction in job opportunities for them
elsewhere but 1t would not improve the relative position of
women 1n the workforce, The effects of technology on male
employment within the service sector and management jobs in
general needs to be understood since, with an absence of
strong unions to defend their relative positions,

alternative strategies may be emerging.

The effects of technological change on the 1level of
individual job control of ©both clerical workers, the
information handlers and of the 'managers', the information
manipulators, 1is problematic. As regards the management
role, the balance of any reduction in control of the
collection and dissemination of information needs to be
weighed against the increased control which can result from

having faster more reliable data.




The 1level of such changes and the effects will vary
considerably between different areas of employment and far
more information is required before the precise nature of
the trend identified by West [ 19821 of increased
polarisation of office staff between the skilled and the
semi-skilled along gender lines can be more fully

understood.

Gender and Class Theory

Although the framework for this study is based in feminist
theory as it relates to understanding women's position in
the labour process, 1t is necessary to consider briefly
whether there are any concepts from class theory that may
usefully contribute to the understanding of the 1labour
process in the chosen area of research, In the study of
white collar occupations the class locations of the workers
may be more ambiguous than in the study of manual work and
even though this aspect 1s not directly explored in the
research it is necessary to be aware of the issues raised in
relation to class. In terms of the significance of gender
there would appear to be some overlap between the issues

raised in both areas of debate,.

Society is structured by class and as Cockburn [1983] says
the ideologies that men have invoked and the wunion
strategies they have adopted make sense only if a sex/gender
system is combined with an analysis of class. She feels
that Marxis€ class analysis avolds the 1issues of +the




divisions within the working class of which that between man
and woman 1s the most deep and destructive. Marxism
explains the sexual division of labour in a way that 1s
misleading since the sexual subordination of women 1is
invariably reduced to a byproduct of class processes. The
Marxist analysis of women's position in the labour market
also overlooks the enormous social and political benefits
accruing to men of all classes from women's subordination.
Speakman [1982] says that the adoption of +theories which
obscure the differences in men and women's relationship to
production has led to there being little analysis until
recently of the structural integration of women's
subordination with the productive relationships of the class

system.

In the many studies of women's employment in manual work
[Coyle 19882; Porter 1982; Cavendish 1982; etc.] the issue of
how women are conceptualised in class terms has been less
problematic as manual workers are assumed to be 'working
class'. In their study of clerical work, Crompton et al
[1982] state that it is essential to distinguish between the
class significance of certain occupational slots and the
processes that place particular categories of persons, like
women, into those places. Otherwise women may be seen as a
separate class regardless of their position, simply by
virtue of their gender. Marxism stresses the importance of
class places but this cannot be a complete indicator of
class situation if those that share similar positions do not

have similar life chances.




As Allen [1982] says, there is little acknowledgement in the
literature about class structure of the fact that gender
divisions have important consequences for class relations
and class action. Similarly, Garnsey [1978] says that the
division of labour between men and women both in the
household and in the occupational system and the
inequalities associated with these, provide insight into
some basic causes of change 1n occupational and class
structure. As Stanworth states in reply to Goldthorpe's

[1983]1 claim that generalisations can be made about class

from research focused on male 'heads ' of household:
"WYomen's restricted employment opportunities - their
subordinate class positions - are an expression of the

dominance of men over women through processes of class
formation and class action, and not simply, as Goldthorpe
would have it, of the familial dominance of husbands over
wives. Goldthorpe's account ignores the way gender is
implicated in the production and reproduction of the class
system, and the extent to which the subordinate class
positions of women, married or otherwise, are shaped by
the dynamics of class itself."[1984: pl67.]
Vithin the same debate Heath and Britten [1984] show clearly
that the manual/non manual divide has little relevance for
women's jobs since office work which entails very different
working conditions, has a market position which 1s inferior
to that of men in manual work. They also show that women's
qualifications have a more significant association with
their careers that do their husbands class position. They
conlude that women's work does have explanatory power for
class and family behaviour over and above that attributable
to their husband's class position. The debate continues

with much depending on how 'class' and the related terms are

defined.
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WVhilst the degate within Marxist theory arising from the
writing of Poulantzas (19781, Carchedi [1977]1 and VWright
(19781 on what constitutes social classes addresses the
question of whether or not those in white-collar occupations
are a new petty bourgeoisie or members of the working class
it ignores the significance of gender differentiation. In
the area of stratification theory, however, attempts to
incorporate theories of gender have led to a wide and

interesting range of responses [Crompton and Mann 19861.

The class allegiances of white collar workers cannot be
assessed from ‘objective' data such as occupational or
economic criteria since as Cottrell [1984] shows their self
assignation frequently differs from their ‘objective’
location based on economic and social criteria. Tb the
extent that people's actions and attitudes, for example
towards trade union membership, are governed by their
perceptions such self assignation cannot be dismissed as
merely ‘'subjective’., The high level of female employment at
the lower levels of white collar work, the increasing
percentage of part time workers and the differences in
orientation to work between these different groups wouid
suggest that the concept of gender should be central to any
analysis of the necessary conditions for collective action

whether or not this included the concept of

proletarianisation.

Prandy et al [1983] discuss at Ilength the relationship
between levels of unionisation within white collar work and
the extent of workers identification with the wider labour
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movement. Not only do they not distinguish at any stage
between male and female workers but they actually state that
a decision was made to consider males only. Given the
numbers of women workers in the white collar sector and
their involvement with trade unionism this does appear to be
a remarkable decision. The reasons given for taking it were
that they thought that the study of male workers would be
more significant in 1its influence on the development of
collective representation. The validity of this assumption
cannot be assessed since women were excluded from this
study. Their conclusion was that there was very clear
evidence of the relationship between collective
representation and class experience and that trade unionism
was concentrated among those filling the lower level
occupations which are less well paid and generally less
highly rewarded. Since all female workers have been
excluded from the study the relevance of this conclusion for
the majority of white collar work must be questioned. Their
reason for selecting only men implied that they expected
there to be a difference between male and female attitudes
towards trade unions and yet the logical conclusion, that
this might in fact affect the level of unionisation, has not
been followed through. Several studies, such as those by
Egan [1982] on women in banking, and Childs [1985] on women
in insurance, show .that women can make a significant
contribution to both union growth and union activities. If
one is to study the determinants of class and status

formation then a study of inequality is inseparable.




Several areas of theory have been considered, each of which
tries to account for the position of women in employment.
Vhilst economic and class issues are inextricably inter-—
related with gender segregation, neither approach offers a
satisfactory account of gender differentiation. Each area
of theory, whether economic, feminist, psychological, labour
process or class, produces a different account of the same
phenomenon. The problem arises since each theory wishes to
give predominance to a single factor, such as economic
factors or the human psyche, and therefore is perpetually in

conflict with the other theories.

The importance of feminist theory is that it is trying to
establish a theory of gender which sees gender differences
as socially constructed and not dependent upon biological
differences. The concept of gender itself is multi-faceted,
and it is only partly about the sexual division of labour.
The way forward may not to be to search for a 'global'
theory but to develop a theory of gender with iﬁs
recognition of the importance of an ideology of gender. The
concept of patriarchy needs to be explored in ways in which

it cannot be if it is treated as though it were dependent,

for example, upon the capitalist system.

These issues form the backdrop to the present study and have
guided consideration of the choice research area and the

questigns asked. The next chapter looks at how the

methodology for the empirical study was developed.




Chapter 3. Methodology.

The objective of the research was to understand more fully
the inter-relationships between several key variables, the
development of technology, changes in the labour process and
their relationship with gender differentials. The objective
was to retain maximum flexibility, allowing the data itself
to shape the emerging theoretical framework, much in the
fashion of the grounded theory approach. [Glaser and Strauss
19671 . As Burgess [1984] says, social research is not just
a question of neat procedures but a social process whereby
interaction between researcher and that which 1s being
researched leads to the continual redefinition of the

project and the methodology.

The basic problem within any research is to be able to reach
an understanding of the processes within soclety. As Mills
says this requires:
“w,.a set of viewpoints that are simple enough to make
understanding possible, yet comprehensive enough to permit
us to include in our views the range and depth of the
human variety. The struggle for such viewpoints 1is the

first and continuing struggle of social science,"[ 1959
pl4s.]

Sociological research can be categorised in many different
ways and there are several broad approaches which can be
identified. There is, for example, documentary research

where secondary sources are of primary importance. There




are survey methods where data is collected at first hand and
where there 1s an emphasis on quantitative analysis. Then
there 1is what has variously been called qualitative oOr
interpretive research, the case study approach or
ethnography. As Burgess [1984] shows these terms suggest
different emphases within the research strategies they
encompass but most involve strategies that allow the
researcher to learn about the social world at first hand.
Vhatever strategy is used it is important to remember the
simple point made by Mills that:

..soclal research of any kind is advanced by ideas; it is
only disciplined by fact."™ [1959 p82.]

The choice of research design 1is dependent both upon the
research problem and the research field. From the one
extreme of the 'scientific' experiment, to the other of in-
depth analysis of one specific case, the concern is with
validity and the extent to which research findings are
applicable to other situations. This can be sought to
varying degrees by the use of the comparative method, the
use of a control or the ability to locate specific findings
into a wider context. The single case study may only have
internal validity in the sense that its findings cannot be
generalised beyond its own specific instance but it retains
external validity to the extent that the processes analysed
may occur in other contexts. A single case study may also

be used to refute a theoretical generalisation.

There are innumerable research strategies which, although

they may have become associated with one particular




approach, can be used in any combination to sult the
particular research problem. This has been called
variously, combined operations [Stacey 19691, triangulation
[ Cicourel 19731, multiple triangulation [ Denzin 19781,
multiple strategies [Burgess 19821 or more generally,
multiple methods. There can be several reasons for this
type of approach. Fairly obviously, a single method of
enquiry cannot always answer all the questions raised by the
research problem. So on a totally practical level several
data collection techniques may be needed to obtain all the
information required but more importantly it avolds reliance

upon a single source or a single method.

Each method has its own strengths and weaknesses and the use
of several complementary methods can thus make use of the
strengths and avoid the weaknesses. It is also important as
it enables cross—-checking to take place. The features of a
sample population can be compared with known census data,
for example, to ensure that 1t is representative. The use
of multiple triangulation was seen by Denzin [1978]1 as the
avoidance of reliance on one source of data, one
methodology, one level of study, one perspective and one
investigator. This, he maintained, remained the soundest

strategy of theory construction.

WVhilst this ideal is not always possible, since for some
data there is frequently only one source available and for
some studies the single investigator i1s a prerequisite, the
questions this approach raises help to identify the problens

which the methodology might pose for the research, at the
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planning stage when remedy is possible. Burgess [1984]
observes that multiple theoretical positions are rarely
achieved within one study although this strategy would have
the advantage of allowing the opportunity to try out
alternative interpretations. The choice of research
strategies and their successful integration depends upon 2a
balance being struck between what could be seen as an
‘ideal' combination of methodologies, unlimited resources
and access, and what 1is strictly practical, given the

constraints of time and money.

It is worth remembering that social research in practice is
often very different from the descriptions offered by
researchers themselves and 1n methods text books. Several
books have emerged that aim to redress this balance [Platt
1976, Bell and Newby 1977, Bell and Encel 1978, Bell and
Roberts 1984.] These volumes are very often more
instructive to those new to research, than standard text
books, since they show that a certain level of pragmatism is
inevitable within any project. It is also better to be open
about the methods used and the problems encountered so that
the resultant study can be seen and Jjudged in i1its true
context. In a similar vein, Roberts (19811, presents a
collection of accounts of research where the investigator
has adopted or shown awareness of, the feminist perspective.
It is important that the way that women in research affect
the research process is taken into account in all studies

and not just those done from a feminist perspective.
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The development of the research design for the present study
can be followed from 4its original conception to the
resultant study. From the nature of the research problem,
to increase understanding of interrelationships and
processes, an early decision was made that a case study
approach would be the most appropriate. The main data
collection tool would be the semi-structured interview and
the feasibility of observational methods would be assessed.
To enable the findings from the case studies to be related
to the wider building society movement, and to avoid the
usual critisism of qualitative research, that it is
subjective and speculative i.e. 'soft', it was decided that
the main study should be set within the context .af a
quantitative i.e. objective and 'hard', analysis of general

and employment data for the whole building society movement,.

The research was originally conceived as having these two
‘levels', using documentary sources to develop a set of
quantitative data as background to the second and main part,
the case studies, which would produce mainly qualitatige
data. The research design was subsequently modified to deal
with the very wide variety that was soon found between
societies and it was decided to extend the number of
building societies visited to form a third 'level'. Senior
computer management from ten of the top thirty societies
were interviewed to provide more detailed background data on
differences in the extent of and approach to
computerisation, as well as more general data on the general
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policy, plans and philosophy of each society. Since most of
the interviews at +this level were not with personnel
managers, questions on personnel policies were only asked at
a general level, For example the society's use and policy
towards part time workers is something most managers might
be expected to know but precise information on factors such

as gender divisions and career opportunities was not sought.

There are several advantages to using case studies rather
than attempting to survey +the whole building society
industry. Case studies offer the opportunity to study a
situation in depth and they have a richness and immediacy
that cannot be gained from more general surveys. They retain
the unique aspects of the society being studied and not just
those common to all societies, There need be .fewer
preconceptions, a factor which is essential in an inductive
method. They can allow for many variables and they can be
easily combined with other methods. They can show the
mechanisms and processes which are operating and are likely
to bring unusual or unforseen features to light. They allow
for considerable flexibility of approach but being
inherently incomplete they require careful Jjudgement to
avoid the interesting but less relevant diversions. The
total numbers involved are not of significance but a limit
must be imposed on the size and extent of the case study.
There does need to be a rationale for their choice and they

do need to be located within a specific background.

For a choice to be made a considerable amount of background

information was required about the building society
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industry. The possibility of doing a postal questiannaire
to cover all societies, to provide both the general
background data and the more specific statistical contextual
data, was considered. This 1idea was dismissed since a
fairly low response rate could be predicted and this would
not give the total statistical data required. It would also
be relatively costly and 1impose too great a time delay

before the case studies themselves could begin.

Vith no personal background in building society work and no
contacts within the industry the first decision on how to
achieve the necessary familiarisation and where to seek
access was fairly arbitrary and based solely on geographical
proximity. A telephone call to the data processing manager
of a local society was made in which I explained my interest
in building society work but confessed my total ignorance.
This resulted in an invitation to their head office to
attend their one day induction course for new employees
which included a branch visit and on another occasion to
interview the personnel and training manager as well as the

data processing manager himself.

A considerable amount of information was gathered from this
source. This inclgded the main functions of building
society work, the division between head office and branch
work, +the duties of the cashier and the development of
computers within the soclety. On a wider level the data
included the history, development and present functions of
building societies and an appreciation of the differences
between societies based on their size and market approach.
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Most importantly it also included names of possible contacts
within other societies and the names of associated
organisations which could provide further background data

and a range of complete statistical information.

The selection of case study societies was made from those
ten that formed the sample of the top thirty societies. The
ten societies were selected on a national basis, to cover
the range of sizes of society. [Appendix 1.1 Although this
might appear to leave out the majority of the 160 plus
societies, the top thirty, by size, account for over 90 per
cent of building society assets and staff. By comparison,
the assets of the 'second' thirty societies, by size, were
only 5.7% of those of the top thirty. It was also possible
to select societies with particularly interesting features,
for example, high levels of part time workers, the one with
the highest and the one with the lowest growth rates, one
which had just experienced a major merger, and one that was

particularly innovative in the area of technology.

A1l but one of the ten societies were within a hundred mile
radius of Birmingham. There was no intention to limit the
societies studied to those in the Midlands but to select on
the criteria mentioned above. However, five of the ten
sample societies were based in the Midlands. These i1ncluded
the only two societies in this group where BIFU (Banking,

Insurance and Finance Union) were recognised, one that was
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unique in having no staff representation and the highest
growth rate, one that had the lowest growth rate and the

fifth which had experienced the greatest number of mergers.

The three case study societies were selected on the basis of
being 'representative’ of certain key features which
distinguish different societies. [Appendix 21. In this
sense they were both ‘typical' of certain types of society
and, because of their special features, contrasting cases.
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