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Abstract 
 
The gender outcomes associated with post-conflict power-sharing arrangements contrast 

starkly with the socially transformative promise of the framework peace agreements which 

produce them. Scholarship which has sought to analyse the gendered nature of the attrition 

which occurs in the implementation of peace agreements has largely focused on complexities 

of post-conflict power-sharing institutions and the role of elite political actors. This thesis 

embarks on a new research trajectory and refocuses the gender lens toward the bureaucratic 

axis of the core executive and in particular, the role of the elite bureaucrat in determining 

gender outcomes in transitions from conflict. 

 

Parallel research in the nascent field of post-conflict public administration indicates that the 

complexity of power-sharing institutional arrangements may provide increased opportunity 

structures for the use of bureaucratic discretion and further cautions that failure to attend to 

bureaucratic values in transition may result in those values functioning in tension to those of 

the new socio-political order. Using a Northern Ireland case study, this dissertation employs a 

Feminist Institutionalist conceptual framework to consider the relationship between 

bureaucratic values in transition and the gendered nature of the implementation gap which 

has occurred between institutional design and delivery in post Good Friday Agreement 

Northern Ireland. Working with a qualitative, multi-method approach, it draws on interviews 

with senior civil servants augmented by transcripts of evidence to the Renewable Heat 

Incentive Inquiry.  It triangulates these accounts with the analysis of NICS policy documents 

and human resources data provided for this research.  

The thesis excavates the informal rules which imbue senior civil service values, culture and 

practice. In doing so, it finds the combination and interaction of gendered institutional legacies 

(old informal rules) and adaptative strategies to manage power-sharing (new informal rules) 

functioning to inhibit and suppress new formal provisions for gender equality and socially 

transformative policy in Northern Ireland's post-conflict institutional arrangements. 

By shedding light on the causal processes, which operate at the level of informal institutions 

and which intervene between institutional design and delivery, this research helps to explain 

why formal gender equality provisions in peace agreements may fail to translate into tangible 

outcomes for women in the post-conflict dispensation. As such this thesis makes key 

contributions to feminist institutional theory, post-conflict public administration and academic 
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work on gender equality in Northern Ireland. It further offers a suite of recommendations for 

policy, practice and further research. 
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Chapter One 

Gendering Bureaucratic Transition: Why and how? 

 

Introduction 

 

Transitions from conflict are widely regarded in feminist scholarship as a critical juncture or 

rupture, providing the potential for interventions which disrupt and re-orientate the established 

gender order (O’Rourke, 2009; Byrne and McCulloch, 2012; Mackay and Murtagh, 2019). The 

flux of transition presents opportunities for societies to revisit and remake their social, political 

and legal compact. Opportunities for such fundamental structural change are rare in stable and 

non-transitional societies. As such, transitions from conflict have been of significant interest to 

feminist scholarship. Transitional processes present a unique opportunity to build gender 

equality in with the bricks of new post-conflict institutions, and as Ni Aolain, Haynes and Cahn 

(2012) note, the opportunities for massive transformation are in theory, open-ended. 

Initial optimism that gender equality could be leveraged from transitional processes has 

faltered. Tempered by the realisation that many formal gains made in framework peace 

agreements fail to translate into tangible outcomes for women in the implementation phase 

which follows (Bell, 2015; Rouse, 2016). Scholarship which has sought to analyse the 

distinctly gendered nature of the attrition which occurs on implementation has in the main 

focused on power-sharing institutional architecture and the exclusionary dynamics of a top-

down approach singularly concerned with ethnic elites (Deiana, 2015; Kennedy, Pierson and 

Thomson, 2016; McCulloch, 2018b). With power-sharing enjoying a continued ascendancy as 

the institutional prescription of choice in contested societies, recent feminist endeavours have 

adopted a more pragmatic approach, abandoning blanket critique for critical engagement. This 

turn in scholarship focuses on how negative and exclusionary aspects of elite-driven identity 

politics might be ameliorated. It further considers how power-sharing practice might be 

realigned with emancipatory post-conflict transformation through the identification of 

theoretical contact points (Brown and Ni Aolain, 2017; Byrne and Mcculloch, 2018; Mackay 

and Murtagh, 2019).  

 

This thesis positions itself thus and makes a case for a new research trajectory which refocuses 

the gender lens towards the role of the elite bureaucrat. It examines the process of transitioning 

bureaucratic values and in particular, how fundamental bureaucratic values are understood and 

operationalised through the prism of bureaucratic discretion. Parallel research in the field of 
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post-conflict public administration indicates that the complexity of power-sharing institutional 

arrangements may provide increased opportunity structures for the use of bureaucratic 

discretion while exerting lesser internal controls on that discretion. Use of bureaucratic 

discretion among elite bureaucrats was found to be grounded in core public service values 

(O’Connor, 2014). The application of Feminist Institutional analysis, however, exposes 

ostensibly benign bureaucratic values (neutrality, objectivity and impartiality) as distinctly 

gendered phenomena when mediated through the prism of gendered organisational culture and 

practice (Chappell, 2002; Chappell, 2006).  

 

This thesis uses a conceptual framework comprised of concepts from theories of Representative 

Bureaucracy overlaid with feminist institutional analysis to empirically consider the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service (NICS) as an exemplar for bureaucracy in transition.  The case study 

focuses on the NICS’s elite cohort of decision-makers - the senior civil service (SCS). It 

excavates the informal rules which imbue SCS values, culture and practice. In doing so, it finds 

the combination and interaction of gendered institutional legacies (old informal rules) and 

adaptative strategies to manage power-sharing (new informal rules) functioning to inhibit and 

suppress new formal provisions for gender equality and socially transformative policy in 

Northern Ireland's post-conflict institutional arrangements. The identification and reorientation 

of the informal institutions which function as structural inhibitors of transformative change is 

critical to the realisation of gender justice in the post conflict dispensation.  

 

This chapter sets the scene for the empirical work, which follows. It begins by unpacking the 

gendered nature of conflict, examines how gender is mediated through the process of transition 

and further reflects on gender in respect of its nexus with post-conflict institutions. The chapter 

demonstrates the utility of a feminist inquiry in respect of bureaucratic values, culture and 

practice in the transitional process, by identifying gaps and blind spots which exist in this 

regard in respect of existing scholarship. It outlines how this dissertation, by virtue of its 

conceptual framework and empirical institutional analysis, contributes to that knowledge and 

establishes a new research trajectory. The chapter concludes by providing an outline summary 

of the structure of the dissertation which follows. 
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1.1 Gender and conflict  

 

While there is an increasing awareness of the under-acknowledged gendered and gender-

specific impacts of conflict on women, (Meintjes et al., 2007; Ni Aoláin, 2006), there is lesser 

acceptance of gender as an antecedent to conflict, and much less still of gender as a primary 

cause of war (Reardon, 1996, p10). 

Mainstream scholarship locates gender as tangential to or indirectly implicated in conflict and 

the process of its resolution. This approach is typified by consociationalists McGarry and 

O’Leary (1995, p212) who reject patriarchy as an explanatory cause of conflict in Northern 

Ireland on the basis that patriarchy is present in all societies. This logic speaks to both an under-

interrogation of patriarchy as a static construct and negates the significance of a binary gender 

order as an enabler for the militarised masculinities integral to violent conflict itself.  A 

consequence of this view has been for gender equality to be situated as a bolt-on or adjunct 

process to conflict resolution strategies, rather than as integral to them (Anderlini, 2007, p205). 

Indeed Ashe (2000, p157) notes that academic texts in respect of conflict dynamics now 

include 'an obligatory chapter on women and feminism.'  

 

Narrow perceptions of the process of conflict and its resolution are effectively circumscribed 

in being equipped only to deal with the visible aspects of conflict: 

  

‘The underlying social and psychological dimensions of a conflicted society that have 

supported the resort to violence, and the elevation of particular forms of masculinity that 

accompany it, are not in any sense undermined or addressed by formal disarmament processes.’ 

 (Ni Aoláin 2006, p846)  

 

In this way, interventions predicated on gender blind perceptions of conflict are likely to remain 

under-responsive to hidden and unseen dynamics, such as the normalised nature of the 

structural and private violence which occurs in women lives. 

Mainstream literature on conflict has presented women and issues of gender, as tangential to 

or unrelated to the causes of conflict.  This in turn provides traction for perceptions of gender 

neutrality in mainstream scholarship on transitions from conflict. While it is true that conflict 

affects both men and women, gender determines one’s experience of conflict and thus gives 

rise to different post-conflict needs and priorities  
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In fact, the term 'post’ conflict itself may be a misnomer for many women given that conflict 

and violence may continue for women long after the cessation of formal hostilities between 

combatants (Doyle and McWilliams, 2018; Ni Aoláin et al. 2012, p7). Evidence suggests that 

violence against women may change form, though not necessarily prevalence, post-conflict, as 

illustrated though Intimate Partner Violence (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2006; Ali et al., 2011; 

McWilliams and Ni Aoláin, 2012). Indeed, this thesis will also argue that the inability of post-

conflict governance arrangements through intermittency or lack of capacity, to provide 

continuity of public services and differentiated policy responsive to women’s post-conflict 

needs, may in itself constitute a form of state structural violence (Discussed in chapter seven). 

 

In stark contrast to the gender-blind nature of mainstream conflict literature, feminist 

scholarship, which relates to the analysis of peace and conflict, implicates gender as a 

fundamental cause of conflict. As such, it locates the key to conflict resolution in the specific 

societal constructions which perpetuate public and private masculinised privilege (Enloe, 

2005). This analysis is supported by large N statistical studies which affirm that states 

characterised by gender discrimination and structural hierarchy are permeated with norms of 

violence that predispose or make internal conflict much more likely whereas by contrast those 

states with greater levels of political gender equality are associated with lower levels of human 

rights abuses.  

Melander (2005) uses multiple regression techniques and a data set spanning most countries of 

the world during the period 1977 -1996 to test whether political gender equality is associated 

with lower levels of human rights abuses carried out by state agents. Melander’s results showed 

both a direct effect of female parliamentary representation and an effect in interaction with the 

level of institutional democracy. In confirming a link between gender inequality and intrastate 

violence, Caprioli (2005) argues that the structural and cultural violence which manifests as 

gender inequality are key to understanding intra state conflict in providing the fundamental 

justification for the public violence, which underwrites violent conflict. 

A failure to recognise the role of gender and the subsequent gender-neutral approach to conflict 

interventions have had direct implications for the nature of the transitional processes which 

follow violent conflict. This has predisposed an approach which is blind to gendered structural 

violence as an antecedent of conflict, functioning as an enabler for violent conflict through the 

normalisation of violence. 
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1.12 Gender and transition  

 

In light of mainstream scholarships failure to recognise the role that gender plays in 

normalising the violence which is subsequently mobilised in conflict, it is unsurprising that 

with a remarkable degree of consistency across jurisdictions and conflicts, women remain 

persistently and consistently marginalised and excluded from peacemaking and peacebuilding 

processes (Bell and O’Rourke, 2010).  As noted earlier in this chapter, countries in post -

conflict transition provide multiple opportunities for transformation on many different levels – 

including in the redistribution of public goods and changes to governance structures. 

Recognition at the international level of the need for a gender perspective to be fully 

mainstreamed within these multiple processes of transformation and reconstruction is reflected 

in the United Nations Security Council Women, Peace and Security agenda, most fully 

explicated in UNSCR 1325 (2000). Since 2000, the UN Security Council has adopted a series 

of resolutions under the auspices of Women, Peace and Security which focus on the recognition 

of women’s human rights and gender equality in conflict prevention, conflict and post-conflict 

situations. UNSCR 1325 (2000) commits to the descriptive and substantive representation of 

women in all aspects of conflict prevention and resolution and recognises the need for gender 

mainstreaming in respect of conflict prevention, peacebuilding, peace negotiations, 

peacekeeping and the reconstruction processes which follow violent conflict.  

 

The strong normative position in respect of gender and conflict which exists at the international 

level is the product of a coordinated programme of transnational feminist advocacy (Reilly, 

2009, p94). Formal gains secured here, however, have failed to translate into significant 

improvements in the descriptive and substantive representation of women in transitional 

processes. Bell and Rourke’s (2010) longitudinal analysis of peace agreements over a 20-year 

period (1990- 2010) noted that on a quantitative level only 16% of peace agreements contained 

specific references to women, albeit increasing after UNSCR 1325 in 2000. Qualitatively, 

while references to women in peace agreements did touch on the panoply of issues outlined in 

UNSCR 1325, they did so in modest terms. (Bell and O’Rourke, 2010, p945). 

As feminist understandings of transitions from conflict have evolved to become more nuanced, 

this is particularly evident in the standing of framework peace agreements (Bell, 2006). The 

framework peace agreement is increasingly viewed less as a critical juncture or big bang 
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constitutional moment but more latterly acknowledged as a staging post for the transmutation 

of violent conflict. Bell and Pospisil (2017) propose the concept of formalised political 

unsettlement as a persistent outcome of transitional processes. The formalised political 

unsettlement translates the disagreement at the heart of the preceding conflict into a set of 

political and legal institutions for continuing negotiation, thereby containing rather than 

resolving conflict. The transmutation of conflict into new political and legal institutions 

provides context for the post-conflict institutional environment as one of continuing 

contestation, clawback and regression.  

 

The concept of formalised unsettlement is consolidated by Waylen’s (2011) analysis of gender 

and democratic transitions, which also queries to what extent gender outcomes emerge as a 

result of path-dependent processes set in train at the point of transition, and to what extent they 

reflect ongoing contestation and more gradual institutional change.  

In summary, an overview of gender and transition literature reveals formal gains at the 

international level, which while normatively significant have been insufficient, in isolation, to 

leverage greater descriptive and substantive representation of women in transitional processes. 

Scholarship in respect of gender and transition identifies and problematises post-conflict 

institutions as a site of strategic significance for gender equality interventions. Post-conflict 

institutions are further contextualised as live and dynamic environments where the formal 

gender gains secured in framework peace agreements may be vulnerable to contestation, 

clawback and regression.   

 

1.13 Gender and post-conflict power-sharing institutions 

 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, processes aimed at post-conflict political settlement 

represent an opportunity for the inclusion of women and provide an unparalleled opportunity 

to introduce gender equality at ground zero of the new constitutional and social order. Existing 

feminist scholarship however, problematises the role of institutions in the implementation 

process of peace agreements focusing attention on the intervening processes which occur 

between institutional design and delivery.  

In understanding the gendered nature of the attrition arising from formalised political 

unsettlement then the distinct dynamics of the implementation gap (Bell, 2015) and the gender 

paradox of post-conflict power-sharing institutions (Byrne and McCulloch, 2012; Mackay and 

Murtagh, 2019) are salient considerations. 
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The implementation phase is often acknowledged as the post-conflict phase of peace 

agreements and is tasked with the progression and development of the framework agreement 

itself. This process involves fleshing out the detail of headline commitments and grappling 

with the constructive ambiguity frequently deployed by interlocuters to get a deal over the line 

(Bell, 2005). By its very nature, this phase presents the opportunity for fresh negotiation and 

in practice renegotiation, providing the opportunity for elite political actors to claw back 

concessions made at earlier stages.  

 

While peace processes involving ethnonational power-sharing have been successful in 

stopping the public violence of conflict, they have been much less successful in transforming 

the political environment in terms of equality and rights and in fully addressing political and 

socio-economic marginalisation (Bell 2018). In this context, it is the socially transformative 

content of framework peace agreements which have proven most vulnerable to attrition in the 

implementation phase.  Existing power asymmetries and deeply embedded social norms mean 

that the status quo ante for women is likely to be one of gendered inequality. The World 

Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap report collates statistics across 149 countries to 

benchmark progress toward gender parity in four areas; economic participation and 

opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival and political empowerment. In 2018, 

a global gender gap of 77% continued to exist in women’s political empowerment with the gap 

between women and men for economic participation and opportunity presenting at 41.9%. 

While figures for educational attainment and health and survival were comparatively more 

modest, a gap was nevertheless recorded at 4.4 and 4.1 % respectively (World Economic 

Forum, 2018). In this context, it is clear that women require social transformation over 

restitution for the realisation of equality. Hence, the implementation gap is a distinctly 

gendered one. 

 

Byrne and McCulloch (2012) further identify a gender paradox in the tension which exists 

between power-sharing theory predicated on inclusivity and power-sharing practice which has 

traditionally operated on a narrow, ethicised vision of conflict. They acknowledge the tension 

created with the international communities’ parallel commitment to the WPS agenda. 

Notwithstanding this tension, they argue that power-sharing theory can be reconciled with 

WPS norms and rendered more inclusive and equitable through the identification and 

explication of theoretical contact points and junctures. 
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In summary, while we know that an implementation gap exists between formal commitments 

and gender outcomes, there is less certainty about the processes which intervene between 

institutional design and delivery other than that the power-sharing context is relevant and that 

the institutional environment is a live and dynamic one. 

Bell (2005) further notes two critical lessons for women in respect of gender and post-conflict 

institutions which directly underpin this thesis, and which make a strong case for the analysis 

which follows. Bell argues that at this juncture what has been lost can still be won, and what 

has been won can still be lost. This acknowledgement affirms the strategic significance of post-

conflict institutions in respect of both firewalling existing formal commitments for gender 

equality and with the latent potential to leverage new gains.  

If we can identify the intervening processes which give rise to the implementation gap– then 

there is the potential to reorient and recast gendered attrition. Scoping the gap between 

institutional design and delivery will depend on identifying who is making decisions, who is 

setting the agenda and the basis for prioritising and deprioritisation in this context. This 

dissertation argues that the role of the elite bureaucrat remains distinctly under analysed in this 

regard and that this blind spot may constitute a significant omission in the existing feminist 

scholarship which has considered gender and post-conflict institutions.  

 

1.2 Gap and contribution  

 

1.21 Why look at bureaucracy? 

 

The existing scholarship which has examined the nexus of post-conflict power-sharing 

institutions and gender outcomes has largely attended to elite exclusionary dynamics (Deiana, 

2015; Kennedy, Pierson and Thomson, 2016) or the complexities of power-sharing institutional 

architecture;  the deployment of vetoes for example (McCulloch, 2018). By contrast, much less 

attention has been brought to bear on the role of elite bureaucrats in the configuration of those 

outcomes and much less still on bureaucratic transitions to consociational governance. This 

dissertation offers four arguments in favour of the empirical analysis of elite bureaucracy in 

transition, which follows. 

 

Firstly, the transition to power-sharing government may correspond with shifting power 

dynamics in the core executive toward higher levels of bureaucratic decision-making. Parallel 

scholarship in the field of public administration demonstrates that as administrative complexity 
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deepens, as in the case in consociational governance, the role of elite bureaucrats in interpreting 

and applying public policies increases (Dogan, 1975; Anton, 1980; O’Connor, 2017).  

Secondly, research identifies the core executive; understood as ministers, their advisors and 

senior civil servants, as the primary venue for the substantive representation of women in 

Westminster type systems (Annesley and Gains, 2010).  Studies on the substantive 

representation of women, however, have to date primarily focused on elite political actors 

(Childs, 2004; Outshoorn and Kantola, 2007; Annesley and Gains, 2010) and women’s policy 

agencies (Squires and Wickham-Jones, 2002) with little attention given to the administrative 

axis of the core executive.  Thirdly, the limited literature which does exist on post-conflict 

public administration clearly points toward gendered implications of bureaucracy in transition. 

Mengistu and Vogel (2006) found that where fundamental bureaucratic values remain 

unexamined in the transitional process, then the tension between reform efforts and applied 

civil service values may manifest as obstacles to democratic reform and development capacity. 

This may provide some explanatory rationale for the implementation gap discussed previously. 

 

The fourth and final argument in favour of the empirical work which follows is located in 

O’Connor’s analysis of power-sharing in Belfast City Council (2017) which found increased 

use of bureaucratic discretion and the existence of an informal conflict management role which 

directly impacted on how bureaucrats framed and developed policy. O’Connor found both 

unproblematic on the basis that the use of bureaucratic discretion was grounded in the active 

representation of an organisational identity which reflected core public service values. Core 

bureaucratic values of neutrality and impartiality are understood to represent the public interest 

and provide a 'democratic' internal control on bureaucratic discretion. The application of a 

gender lens, however, problematises those values as highly gendered phenomena when imbued 

by organisational culture and practice (Chappell, 2002; 2006). 

This thesis considers, for the first time, the gendered nature of bureaucratic transition as one 

half of the core executive. It re-directs analytic and empirical attention in respect of post-

conflict gender outcomes toward the post-conflict bureaucracy.  

 

1.22 Core Concepts 

 

Several elements from theories of Representative Bureaucracy and Feminist Institutionalism 

provide a conceptual anchor throughout this dissertation. While these theoretical frameworks 
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and literature are discussed substantively in the next chapter, they nevertheless merit brief 

explication here in order to provide context for the research questions which follow. 

 

Representative bureaucracy is a theoretical framework which seeks to reconcile democratic 

theory’s demands for the legitimacy of political decisions with the expanding role and remit of 

contemporary public administration.  The original theory developed by Kingsley (1944) sought 

to legitimise bureaucratic decision making on the basis that the British bureaucratic elite and 

political elite, were drawn mainly from the same demographic (white, elite men) and therefore 

would most likely make the same decisions when presented with the same evidence and 

circumstances. In the interim, however, the theory has evolved to incorporate a much higher 

degree of sophistication. Adapting Pitkin’s (1967) seminal thesis on representation, Mosher 

(1968) posits that representation within the bureaucracy is comprised of two constitutive 

elements; passive and active representation which map directly onto Pitkin’s concepts of 

descriptive and substantive representation respectively. 

 

The concept of bureaucratic discretion foregrounds human agency in the bureaucratic decision-

making process and is understood as an aperture for active/substantive representation. 

Discretion occurs whenever the effective limits on a bureaucrat’s power leave them free to 

make a choice among possible courses of action and inaction (Davies, 1969, p4).  In other 

words, bureaucratic discretion occupies the soft spaces between the legal rules and formal 

direction. It is the space in which elite bureaucrats exercise choice and make value judgments, 

and as such it constitutes the sphere of autonomous decision-making (Hawkins, 1992; Galligan, 

1990 cited in Loyens and Maesschalck, 2010). 

 

Individual bureaucrats with discretion are likely to use that discretion to make decisions that 

reflect their own values (Meier and Bohte, 2001). In an analysis of power-sharing at the 

municipal level in Belfast City Council, O'Connor (2017) found the source of those values to 

be grounded in the organisational socialisation process. Feminist Institutional analysis provides 

the tools to answer the question of who and what bureaucrats are actively representing when 

they exercise discretion. Feminist Institutionalism represents the fusion of feminist political 

science and New Institutionalism. It aims to generate insights into the gendered nature of the 

interaction between formal and informal institutions, the power relations within and across 

institutions and the gendered mechanisms of continuity and change (Kenny, 2013). 
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Within Feminist Institutionalism and New Institutionalism, institutions are understood as the 

rules of the game (Ostrom, 2005), which function to enable and constrain actors. Institutions 

may be formal or informal in nature. Formal rules are visible and accessible as constitutions, 

laws and policy and operational guidance. Informal rules, by contrast, are the 'socially shared 

rules, usually unwritten that are created, communicated and enforced outside of officially 

sanctioned channels’ (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004).  Informal rules are considered to have 

particular salience during periods of reform or transition, where they can operate to consolidate 

or undermine new formal institutional arrangements.  

 

Applying a Feminist Institutionalist lens attends to the interactions between political and social 

institutions, and the interplay between formal and informal rules, norms and practices. It 

provides a means of explaining the gap between the promise of formal frameworks and 

outcomes for women in practice (Mackay and Murtagh, 2019).  

Feminist Institutionalism offers the prospect of opening the black box of institutional reform 

(understood here as the space between institutional design and delivery) to excavate the hidden 

gender legacies and norms which may influence decision making and in doing so determine 

what makes the agenda, what is (de) prioritised, by whom and why. In this way, Feminist 

Institutionalism provides an optimal analytical framework for an analysis of the informal rules 

which regulate elite bureaucrat organisational identity and the values which underpin it. It 

further offers the potential to scope the gendered power dynamics, which manifest as the 

implementation gap. 

 

This dissertation identifies bureaucratic discretion in power-sharing administrations as an 

aperture through which gendered informal rules and norms and informal rules and norms which 

are not gendered in intent, but which nevertheless operate with gendered effects infiltrate the 

decision-making process. It further concludes that the informal institutions involved in this 

process have particular implications for redistributive and socially transformative policies in 

the post-conflict dispensation.  

 

1.23 Research Contribution  

 

This thesis contributes to systematic analysis and theorising around the so-called gendered 

paradox of power-sharing. As Byrne and McCulloch (2012, p566) emphasise, there is nothing 

inherent to power-sharing theory that cannot be more democratic and inclusive of women.  Bell 
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(2015) further challenges the field to move beyond the simple mantra that power-sharing is bad 

for women, toward an analysis of the implementation gap and the constraints that limit the 

formal promise of power-sharing. This thesis positions itself in the new wave of scholarship 

which seeks to integrate and reconcile power-sharing theory’s core tenet of inclusivity with 

emancipatory intent. Uniquely, it focuses on bureaucratic values, culture and practice in the 

administration of power-sharing government identifying them as a potential bulwark against 

attrition, exclusivity and elite dominance.  

The thesis contributes empirically to the field of Feminist Institutionalism through its work in 

respect of the role of informal institutions. In her seminal text on gender and informal 

institutions, (Waylen, 2017, p1) acknowledges widespread consensus that informal institutions 

are important but that they remain under explicated theoretically, empirically and methodically.  

Mackay and Chappell (2017, p230) also note that the specific nature and influence of informal 

rules, norms and practices – and the effects of interactions between the formal and informal 

have been underplayed and under-theorised in empirical studies. This work responds through 

its explication of the informal rules and processes which underwrite the use of bureaucratic 

discretion and how those rules have interacted with new, gender positive institutions in the 

context of post-conflict institutional reform. Informal rules are notoriously difficult to observe. 

Indeed, it is the impact of rules rather than the rules themselves that is observable (Waylen, 

2017). The analysis of bureaucratic discretion, competing bureaucratic values and the active 

representation of an organisational identity provides a scaffold for this process.  

 

The contribution of this research to original knowledge is three-fold. Firstly, by fusing concepts 

from theories of Representative Bureaucracy with Feminist Institutionalist understanding of 

gender, informal rules and institutional change, a new lens was created with which to evaluate 

the empirical analysis which followed. 

Secondly, this research contributes to theoretical development in the field of Representative 

Bureaucracy through its recalibration of gender from a fixed and stable attribute, understood 

mainly in the context of passive (descriptive) representation (Hindera, 1993c) to the 

reconceptualisation of gender as an active social process and as a core element of secondary 

organisational identity. This paradigm shift advances the discourse from essentialist 

understandings of gender which locate the substantive representation of women in the 

assumption that women will act for women and men for men to one which incorporates a 

nuanced understanding of senior bureaucrats as critical actors for gender justice. This 
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foregrounds the capacity for bureaucratic values to be constitutive of, and a vehicle for the 

reproduction of gendered power. In doing so, it initiates a new research trajectory. 

Thirdly, while research identifies the core executive as the primary venue for the substantive 

representation of women (Annesley and Gains, 2010) the administrative axis of the core 

executive remains distinctly under-analysed in feminist research. This omission becomes more 

prescient in the context of post-conflict power-sharing, where the use of bureaucratic discretion 

is amplified but subject to lesser internal controls. This research initiates a new dialogue in 

respect of bureaucratic transitions and the role of senior bureaucrats in the configuration of 

post-conflict gender outcomes.  

 

1.3 Case selection  

 

This section of the chapter sets out the rationale underpinning the selection of the Northern 

Ireland Senior Civil Service as an optimal case to empirically test the conceptual framework 

outlined above (Chapter three attends to the methodological aspects of case selection). The 

decision to focus on Northern Ireland and the Northern Ireland Senior Civil Service, in 

particular, is grounded in evidence which indicates a gendered implementation gap in the 

provisions of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. Secondly, the NICS presents as an 

organisation with optimal opportunity structures for bureaucratic discretion with additional 

evidence which points toward a functioning gender regime which impacts on organisational 

gendered culture and practice. 

 

1.31 The gendered Northern Ireland implementation gap 

 

The 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (GFA) has recently celebrated its twentieth 

birthday. Its consociational provisions continue to enjoy international traction as an exemplar 

for conflict resolution. Its implementation, however, has not been without difficulty. 

Notwithstanding fractured momentum and periodic collapse, it is widely considered to have 

stood the test of time in that a return to conflict appears increasingly remote. The promise of 

the GFA, however, was much greater than an end to conflict.   

 

The GFA was unique by global standards on account of the active involvement of women in 

the negotiations which delivered it, pre-dating UNSCR 1325. Despite having only one 

reference to the full and equal participation of women in public life, the agreement itself 
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was firmly grounded in an equality and human rights agenda and endowed with a range of 

provisions imbued with latent transformative potential. It is those commitments which have 

failed to be consolidated in the process of implementation, which has followed (CAJ, 2013; 

Rooney and Swaine, 2012). In fact, at each successive stage, the implementation process has 

become more exclusive, and the agenda has narrowed considerably, largely at the expense of 

those measures with inherent transformative potential. Analysis of the attrition, which has 

occurred during implementation reveals its deeply gendered nature (Rouse, 2016).  

 

In the 20 years since the GFA, a statistical overview reveals improvements in women's 

descriptive representation in public life. Women now constitute 32% of legislative assembly 

members. This represents an increase of 12% from 2017. Moreover, women now constitute 

42% of public appointments in NI, in comparison to 33% in 2014.  Further interrogation of the 

figures, however, reveals that women remain removed from decision -making power and 

further reveals that women's life opportunities in NI remain constrained by deeply gendered 

norms and power asymmetries. 

  

Notwithstanding improvements in women's descriptive representation, the top positions in 

Northern Ireland remain the preserve of men.  Women comprise a mere 15 % of board members 

in Northern Ireland's top 100 companies (Potter, 2015), 12 % of High Court Judges (None 

having held more senior judicial office), 17% of University Pro Vice-Chancellors (with no 

women having held the role of Vice-Chancellor), 28% of Chairpersons of public bodies and 20 

% of the Assistant Chief Constables rank in the Police Service of Northern Ireland (with none 

having held rank at Chief Constable or Deputy Chief Constable. (Potter, 2019)  

 

Economic statistics further affirm deeply embedded gender norms and power differentials. 

Women constitute 82 % of those in part-time employment, and a third of working-age women 

were considered to be economically inactive (NISRA, 2018). This compares unfavourably with 

the UK average where women constituted 73% of those in part-time employment (Women’s 

Budget Group, 2018) and 25.6% of those deemed economically inactive (Office of National 

Statistics, 2018). The label of economic inactivity itself serves to obscure the gendered nature 

of structural barriers which inhibit women’s equal access to the labour market.  The most 

common reason for economic activity among men was recorded as sickness and disability.  For 

women, however, the most common reason was unpaid caring responsibilities.  Economic 

activity rates were lowest for working age women with a youngest dependent child of pre-
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school age. This is particularly significant given that a lack of affordable childcare has featured 

with consistency in each women’s sector manifesto since 1998 (Galligan, 2013). 

Notwithstanding this, a commitment toward a childcare strategy for NI was not forthcoming 

until 2015 (16 years after devolution). Progress on the development of that strategy now stands 

as a casualty of the most recent political impasse in NI and an associated backlog of policy and 

legislation. 

Not only has the ability of women to access levers of power failed to improve in substantive 

terms, but women's looser ties to the labour market also render them particularly vulnerable to 

poverty. There is growing evidence to suggest that the most marginalised and vulnerable 

women who experience multiple and intersecting grounds of disadvantage may have worsened. 

In support of this claim, Rooney and Swaine (2012) cite the impact of a lack of social housing 

in North Belfast on catholic women, which has risen to a level significant enough to attract the 

concern of the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (UN Committee on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 2016 para 49-50) and the UN Special Rapporteur on 

Adequate Housing (UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, 2013). 

 

Ni Aoláin et al. (2012) caution that it is not enough to rely on statistical analysis which only 

provides a snapshot or partial glimpse of women's social and legal standing. They argue that 

broader institutional and structural measurements are also necessary, which include an 

assessment of the systems that function in any given society to protect women's rights and 

advance their interests. The Northern Ireland case presents a regressive political and legal 

discourse in respect of women's human rights. This is particularly evident in respect of the 

differential civil and political rights which have existed for women in Northern Ireland, until 

intervention by the Westminster parliament, in devolved matters, to impose provisions in NI 

(The Northern Ireland (Executive Formation etc) Act 2019). Unlike other jurisdictions in the 

UK, women in Northern Ireland had been unable to access termination of pregnancy or equal 

marriage. The existence of a differential rights regime within the UK had been consistently 

raised by the CEDAW committee in the context of monitoring the UK’s obligations under the 

treaty. Indeed, in an inquiry under article 8(3) of its optional protocol, the CEDAW committee 

concluded that the UK was responsible for a grave and systematic violation of the rights of 

women in NI by unduly restricting their access to abortion. (CEDAW Inquiry, 2019).  

The inability to progress these issues within Northern Ireland and the requirement for 

intervention from Westminster is indicative of a negative and regressive climate for the 

vindication of women’s human rights claims.  
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Exclusionary dynamics are further indicated by a significant difference between women and 

men in the level of trust and support for power-sharing arrangements which has grown since 

devolution. In the context of implementation gap and a negative legal and political discourse 

in respect of women’s equality and rights claims, it is unsurprising that women report the 

highest level of disinterest, disaffection and distrust with new arrangements (Gormley-Heenan 

and Devine, 2010 p164; Hayes and McAllister (2013, p127).  

 

Turning to the NICS (SCS), three arguments are offered in support of the NI SCS as distinctly 

appropriate for a gendered analysis of bureaucratic values in transition. Firstly, the NICS has 

been a constitutionally distinct entity within the UK since its creation in 1920. In this sense, it 

has as an entity, been, to a large extent, hermetically sealed from wider home civil service 

dynamics and trends. Indeed, the NICS itself has largely determined the extent to which it has 

opted-in and where there has been a case to opt-out (Carmichael 2002, p184 discussed in 

Chapter four). Secondly, the NI SCS have traditionally exercised comparatively higher levels 

of autonomy (considered here as an opportunity structure for bureaucratic discretion). The 

opportunity for greater autonomy is located historically in the context of direct rule from 

Westminster (1972 -1999) and the absence of locally elected ministers but also in a 

contemporary context.  Intermittency of power-sharing government has been a characteristic 

of the Northern Ireland case. Indeed, for the duration of this research, NI was without a 

government for over 1000 days. During this time, decision-making in respect of expenditure 

and policy rested entirely with the NI SCS. Finally, recent research on gender equality in the 

NI public sector evidences both vertical and horizontal segregation in the NI SCS and points 

toward a functioning gender regime (Ballentine et al. 2016, discussed in chapter four). 

When taken together these points make a compelling case for an analysis of bureaucratic 

values, culture and practice and in particular their capacity, when operationalised through the 

prism of bureaucratic discretion, to inhibit redistributive public policy and gender equality.   

 

1.4 Research aim, questions and scope.  

 

With this in mind, this thesis employs conceptual tools from theoretical frameworks of 

Representative Bureaucracy and Feminist Institutionalism, with a particular focus on informal 

rules and bureaucratic discretion, to explicate and analyse the role of the NI Senior Civil 

Service in policy-making and as a means of explaining the gendered outcomes which stymie 

progressive frameworks and commitments to redistributive public policy (considered here in 
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the specific context of the GFA). In doing so, the thesis further aims to generate more broadly 

generalisable insights in respect of the difficulties encountered in inculcating gender-

responsive policy-making capacity within bureaucracies in non-transitional contexts. 

 

With this overarching research aim, the thesis sought to analyse the gendered nature of 

organisational identity in the NI Senior Civil Service. Using the concept of bureaucratic 

discretion as an entry point, it used the tools of Feminist Institutional analysis to examine the 

informal rules and norms which mediate organisational identity, culture and practice. It 

considered how fundamental bureaucratic values were understood, operationalised and 

reconciled with the particular dynamics and drivers arising as a consequence of the transition 

to power-sharing governance and a conflict management role.  Three sub-questions were 

formulated to structure the scope of the research investigation: 

 

(1) How is gender understood and operationalised in the NI SCS and what are the 

implications for women’s descriptive and substantive representation. 

(2) How are core bureaucratic values of equality and impartiality understood and 

operationalised in the NI SCS and what are the implications for the substantive representation 

of women? 

(3) Is a conflict management role being adopted by the NI SCS and if so, what are its 

implications for gender equality and redistributive public policy. 

 

1.5 Thesis outline  

 

Having set out the rationale for the study, identified a gap in existing scholarship, introduced 

and located the research aim and questions within an appropriate conceptual framework and 

attended to issues of case selection (In this Chapter One), the thesis now proceeds in the 

following manner. Chapter two begins by setting out concepts drawn from theories of 

Representative Bureaucracy which provide a conceptual scaffold for the empirical case study 

research, which follows. The chapter begins by unpacking concepts of representation, 

bureaucratic values, power and discretion in decision making. The chapter proceeds to 

introduce Feminist Institutionalism and discusses how a Feminist Institutionalist understanding 

of institutional continuity and change and the role of informal rules provide a new lens with 
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which to approach the issue of bureaucratic values in transition. In that context, the chapter 

applies this new lens to critically appraise and recalibrate existing theory and literature.  

Chapter three discusses how a Feminist Institutional analysis is operationalised in this study. 

It begins by discussing the methodological perspective, which underpins the dissertation by 

unpacking its political, epistemological and ontological foundations. The next section of the 

chapter introduces the research design and discusses the methods selected as appropriate to the 

research questions. The third and final section of the chapter addresses issues of quality in 

qualitative research attending to issues of reflexivity, positionality and ethical considerations. 

Chapter four marks the transition to the empirical part of the thesis and is the first of four 

chapters of institutional analysis. This chapter provides an introduction to the Northern Ireland 

Senior Civil Service. The first part of the chapter deconstructs and problematises gender at 

both the conceptual and operational level within the NICS. The second part of the chapter 

proceeds to trace the genealogies of SCS values and culture to reveal a series of gendered 

institutional legacies which form the foundation of contemporary organisational culture and 

practice. The third and final section of the chapter draws on the previous sections to extrapolate 

NICS specificities which equip the subsequent institutional analysis with the capacity for 

contextual responsiveness. 

Chapter five is the second of four empirical chapters which operationalise the institutional 

analysis. This chapter considers the role of gendered actors, informal processes and the 

gendered logics of appropriateness which infuse SCS organisational identity through culture 

and practice, in order to understand how the active representation of that organisational identity 

may function in gendered ways. The first section of the chapter examines NI Senior Civil 

servants as gendered actors. The chapter moves to identify informal rules, norms and gendered 

logics of appropriateness and finds them to operate in tension to formal policies which aim to 

achieve gender equality in the service.  The final part of the chapter examines how gender is 

understood and transacted within the service. 

Chapter 6 turns to examine how core bureaucratic values of equality and impartiality, as 

operationalised, may function as impediments to gender equality and the substantive 

representation of women. The chapter begins by identifying the new statutory mainstreaming 

duty arising from the GFA as a critical juncture for leveraging gender gains through the 

policymaking process. The chapter considers how core bureaucratic values have responded to 

the formal transition and find the stickiness of a neutrality norm existing in tension to the 

substantive/active representation inherent to the new arrangements. To complete the causal 

sequence between values as operationalised and contextualised and adverse gender outcomes, 
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the chapter explicates the definitive footprint of gendered understandings of equality and 

impartiality in the Draft Stopping Domestic Violence and Sexual Abuse Strategy 2013- 2020. 

Chapter 7 completes the fourth and final strand of institutional analysis by turning to examine 

the specific dynamics and drivers which shape and infuse bureaucratic discretion as a result of 

the formal and informal rules and processes which instantiate Northern Ireland's power-sharing 

arrangements. The chapter examines the adaptive strategies employed by senior civil servants 

and identifies two adaptive strategies; 'embracing realpolitik' and a 'primacy of consensus' as 

key adaptations of bureaucratic discretion in the context of aberrative power-sharing. The 

chapter identifies a distinct conflict management role conception, instantiated through a 

brokering role, which results in strong informal drivers for stability and momentum and 

increased politicisation. On this basis, the chapter locates these new adaptive informal rules 

borne of aberrative power-sharing dynamics firmly in the conceptual terrain of executive 

leadership (Kaufman, 1956). 

Chapter 8 reflects on the findings of the institutional analysis chapters collectively and in the 

specific context of the overarching research question. The chapter sets out the specific 

contribution made by this research and the limitations of the analysis. It places findings in 

juxtaposition with existing literature in the field and identifies implications for theoretical 

development, before making recommendations for policy, practice and future research. 

 

In traversing the gendered nature of the implementation gap which occurs between the design 

and delivery for formal provisions of framework peace agreements, through the prism of 

informal bureaucratic institutions, then this thesis offers the prospect that those same 

institutions embedded within bureaucratic culture and practice which may inhibit gender 

justice  can be identified, disrupted, reoriented and re-gendered.  
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Chapter two 

Putting the representation in a Representative Bureaucracy: Gender, power and change 

in the post-conflict bureau.  

 

Introduction  

 

This chapter uses Representative Bureaucracy as a theoretical entry point for the conceptual 

framework which underpins the empirical work which follows. It draws out, unpacks and 

where appropriate problematises core concepts of bureaucratic discretion, active and passive 

representation, together with understandings of primary and secondary identity in existing 

scholarship. It further examines the distinct dynamics and challenges which arise for 

bureaucratic identity and values in the specific context of post-conflict public administration. 

The second half of the chapter brings these concepts and theories into conversation with 

feminist political science and specifically attends to issues of gender, power and institutional 

change. In so doing, it argues that the specific tools of Feminist Institutionalism and in 

particular the conceptual scaffolding of informal rules, gendered logics of appropriateness and 

understandings of institutional change, as complex, porous and contested processes, offer a 

unique insight into the gendered implications of bureaucratic identity and values in transition.  

 

2.1  Representative bureaucracy and discretion  

 

Contemporary bureaucracies wield considerable power throughout the broad spectrum of the 

policy process. The expanding nature of the decision-making power vested in elite bureaucrats 

through agenda setting and the formulation and implementation of policy represents a key 

tension between bureaucracy and democratic theory itself. 

Wilson conceived of a clear demarcation between the role of the politician to make decisions 

and the bureaucrat as executor to those decisions (Wilson, 1941). Few scholars would argue 

however, in the context of the sheer complexity and scale of contemporary public 

administration, that the politico administrative dichotomy envisaged by Wilson as a democratic 

failsafe, remains appropriate. By contrast Weber argues that; ‘In a modern state, the actual ruler 

is necessarily and unavoidably the bureaucracy’. Weber’s unequivocal declaration is testament 

to the complexity of modern public administration as commensurate with the increasing scope 

of bureaucratic decision-making (Weber, 1968).  
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It is not the decision -making power of public bureaucracies per se that is theoretically 

problematic, rather it is the unrepresentative nature of that power which creates a tension 

between bureaucratic decision-making and a key tenet of democracy: the legitimacy of political 

decisions as publicly accountable. Unlike political elites, elite bureaucrats are not directly 

accountable to the public within the electoral process for the decisions they make, nor indeed 

are they directly accountable to those politicians returned by it.  

 

The concept of bureaucratic discretion acknowledges human agency as an integral element of 

policy development and implementation. Discretion is said to occur whenever the effective 

limits on the bureaucrat’s powers leave them free to make a choice among possible courses of 

action and inaction (Davies, 1969 p4). In other words, discretion occupies the soft space 

between legal rules and formal direction, in which bureaucrats exercise choice and employ 

value judgments. As such, it constitutes an autonomous sphere of decision-making (Hawkins, 

1992; Galligan 1990 cited in Loyens and Maesschalck, 2010, p67). 

 

Scholarship reflects two distinct approaches in respect of how discretion exercised by 

bureaucrats in the decision-making process might be managed and reconciled within the 

context of a democracy. Those scholars who conceive of bureaucratic discretion as an 

aberration of power, albeit an inevitable one, advocate the necessity of external checks and 

balances in order to limit the extent of transgression (Finer, 1961; Lowi, 1961; Thayer, 1973). 

External controls may include oversight from the legislature, the ability to judicially review 

administrative decisions and increased public and interest group participation in the policy-

making process (Dolan, 2000). Other scholars, however, conceive of bureaucratic discretion 

not as transgression but as a necessary element of complex governance, which need not be 

problematic when subject to self-regulation through internal normative controls. It is argued 

that by cultivating and embedding organisational values and norms which are consistent with 

democratic principles, constitutional values or social equity, bureaucratic decision can be 

expected to reflect the public interest. If this power can, by necessity no longer be constrained 

by legislatures and political executives, it is argued that that it can nevertheless be made to 

operate democratically by making it representative of the public (Krislov and Rosenbloom, 

1981; Meier and O’Toole, 2006).  

Contemporary scholarship has sought to explore how a ‘representative’ bureaucracy might 

reconcile the practicalities of contemporary public administration with the legitimacy 

requirement of democratic governance. The genesis of Representative Bureaucracy is 
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attributed to Kingsley’s (1944) analysis of the British Civil Service. Kingsley determined 

bureaucratic discretion unproblematic, where politicians and elite bureaucrats were drawn from 

the same demographic – in this instance white, elite men. In this context he argued that the 

political and bureaucratic elite could be anticipated to share similar beliefs, values and life 

experiences. When presented with the same information therefore, they could reasonably be 

anticipated to make the same decision. On this basis he concluded that representational 

participation would correspond with functional effectiveness. Notwithstanding the omission of 

gender and ethnicity from Kingsley’s original thesis, the essence of Kingsley’s argument when 

distilled holds that the public administration will represent the interests of its composite class. 

It is this kernel which has been extrapolated in the theoretical development which has followed. 

It has been argued that a Representative Bureaucracy can go so far as to increase government 

legitimacy, effectiveness and participation (Dolan and Rosenbloom, 2003), subsequent 

scholarship has sought to understand the conditions under which representation occurs, by 

whom and of what.  

 

While Kingsley (1944) is accredited with developing the theory of Representative 

Bureaucracy, it is Mosher’s (1968) concepts of passive and active representation which have 

structured the subsequent discourse.  Constructing a typology with a direct genesis in Pitkin’s 

seminal work on representation (Pitkin, 1967), Mosher posits representation within the 

bureaucracy as comprised of passive and active constituent elements, which map directly onto 

Pitkin’s concepts of descriptive and substantive representation respectively (Mosher,1968). 

Passive representation is understood as the extent to which the demographic origins of 

members of the bureaucracy mirror those of society, constituting descriptive or symbolic 

representation and the act of ‘standing for’. Active representation by contrast is said to exist 

when an individual is expected to press for the interests and desires of those whom they are 

presumed to represent (Mosher, 1968, p11-12). It is the substantive representation envisaged 

by Pitkin as ‘acting for’ group interests. 

 

2.12 Passive Representation  

Passive representation is a significant objective in its own right from the point of view of 

legitimacy, equal access, active citizenship and participatory governance. Nevertheless, the 

bulk of scholarship has deliberated the conditions which enable the translation of passive 

(descriptive) to active (substantive) representation for minority populations. Indeed, a link 
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between passive and active representation is a thesis argued by Mill (1967, p22) over a century 

and a half ago: 

 ‘in the absence of its natural defenders, the interests of the omitted is always in danger 
of being overlooked; and when looked at, is seen with very different eyes from those of the 
persons who it directly concerns’.  

 

Lim (2006) queries the over emphasis on active representation and argues that passive 

representation can produce substantive effects in its own right. Beyond legitimising capacity, 

passive representation has been accredited with empathic and re-socialising effects which can 

directly impact gender outcomes.  Selden (1997, p6) argues that the presence of under-

represented groups should enhance the majority groups’ empathic understanding and 

responsiveness to previously under-represented minorities. Meier and Nicholson Crotty (2006) 

found that that a higher proportion of female police officers was positively associated with 

increased reports of sexual assaults on women and increased arrests for those assaults. The 

study further observed that as a consequence of increased passive representation of women, 

male officers were more likely to action reports of domestic violence and sexual assault. 

 

In advocating the ability for passive representation to have substantive capacity in its own right, 

Mosher (1968) and Lim (2006, p94) problematise active representation as a ‘major threat to 

democratic government’. Lim (2006, p94) cautions of the potential ‘balkanisation of the public 

service and the inequity among unequally represented groups which would ensue’ from active 

representation.  Whilst also advocating the virtue of passive representation, Mosher (1968) 

concedes that its significance is nevertheless contingent on ‘the absence of conspicuous under-

representation of certain categories of people, suggesting or reflecting barriers to their entry or 

advancement’ (Mosher, 1968, p130). In this respect, the historic under-representation of 

women from key decision-making positions in the NI SCS (discussed in chapter four) presents 

as a significant inhibitor of the ability of passive representation to deliver substantive gender 

outcomes as decoupled from active representation.  

Firstly, while there are important arguments in favour of passive representation, grounded in 

social justice and legitimacy, a singular focus on passive representation for the substantive 

representation of women is further problematic in its assumption that existing public service 

values are fit for purpose and serve all groups equally. Literature discussed later in this chapter 

will argue that core bureaucratic values may be understood and operationalised in ways which 

sustain and reproduce existing gendered power asymmetries. Secondly, arguments which 

advocate passive representation in isolation from active representation are fettered by 
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essentialism. They are grounded in the assumptions that women will act for women and that 

women constitute a homogenous group with singular interests and needs. 

 

2.13 Active representation and gender 

 

The translation of passive to active representation is contingent upon discretion in the decision-

making process (Mosher, 1982; Keiser et al., 2002; Sowa and Selden, 2003) and so it follows 

that greater levels of bureaucratic discretion are said to correspond with higher active 

representation (Meier and Bohte, 2001; Dolan and Rosenbloom, 2003). Discretion is a 

necessary pre-requisite to active representation because it functions as the mechanism which 

provides the bureaucrat with the opportunity to shape outputs for particular groups (Mosher, 

1982; Sowa and Selden, 2003).  

 

Turning to examine the substance of representation, Hindera (1993) suggests that bureaucrats 

might actively represent either a primary or a secondary association. Hindera considered 

primary associations to be ‘fixed’ attributes such as gender, race and ethnicity, whereas 

secondary associations are considered as those associations generated through social 

interaction and thus socially constructed. Under this dichotomy, bureaucratic values and 

culture would be considered indicative of a secondary, learned association. Gender on the other 

hand is understood as a fixed primary characteristic.  

 

In this way, Hindera’s classification of primary and secondary associations is fundamentally 

flawed at a conceptual level as a result of its conflation of sex with gender and further inhibited 

by an understanding of gender as a fixed and stable primary attribute. By contrast, feminist 

political science (discussed later in this chapter), acknowledges gender as a socially 

constructed, performative and iterative process; being both who we are and what we do 

instantiated at an institutional level. A major weakness of existing mainstream scholarship 

which has considered Representative Bureaucracy (with few notable exceptions see Keiser et 

al 2002 discussed later in this chapter) has been its unproblematised use of an underpinning 

binary logic of primary and secondary associations. The inability to conceive of gender as a 

social construct rather than a fixed and stable attribute has circumvented an understanding of 

how gender is constitutive of and constituted by bureaucratic institutions and as such 

constitutes a critical aspect of organisational (secondary) identity.  
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The vast majority of scholarship which has considered the relationship between passive and 

active representation, has done so in the context of race, been large N and geographically 

focused on the USA. In this vein, Meier (1993), Meier and Stewart (1992) and Hindera (1993) 

all offer empirical evidence of an advocacy process, whereby minority bureaucrats actively 

represent a ‘primary’ identity. Comparatively less empirical research has considered whether 

a link between passive and active representation exists in respect of sex. In the limited research 

which has examined sex in this context, Hindera (1993a) and Selden (1997) found no evidence 

of a similar correlation between passive representation and the active representation of 

women’s interests in bureaucratic output.  

 

By contrast, Dolan’s (2000) study of elite female bureaucrats does affirm a link between 

passive and active representation. In a study of women in the senior executive service of the 

US federal government, Dolan found that as the position of women at executive level within a 

government department increased, so did support for women’s issues from both women and 

men within the department. Dolan attributes the finding to ‘resocialisation’ effects.  

Dolan offers a highly plausible account for the disparity between her own affirmative finding 

in respect of active representation and the null findings of Selden (1997) and Hindera (1993). 

She posits that both previous studies looked at lower level bureaucrats who she argues ‘may 

feel more pressure to conform to a bureaucratic ethic of neutrality, so as to demonstrate that 

they are good organisation men and women’ (Dolan, 2000, p525). She argues that since the 

senior executive women considered in her own study had already reached the pinnacle of career 

service, challenging organisational norms was less risky for them (Dolan, 2000, p525). In this 

way, Dolan’s study indicates that active representation with the substantive representation of 

women as its aim requires a direct challenge to extant organisational values and may present a 

tension with bureaucratic understandings of neutrality. In problematising understandings of 

‘neutrality’, Dolan’s work resonates strongly with the gender and politics literature discussed 

in the second part of this chapter. 

 

Keiser, Wilkins, Meier and Holland (2002) in addition to offering further empirical evidence 

of active representation, reflect a new departure in the scholarship by problematising previous 

studies conflation of sex with gender. They note that ‘by extracting sex from gender to 

distinguish male from female , scholars dispense with precisely what makes gender important 

to social science research – social meaning (Keiser et al., 2002, p553). In addition to 

conceptualising gender as socially constructed, the theoretical framework which underpins the 
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research is attentive to New Institutionalism and feminist political science. As a consequence, 

it recognises gender as an iterative process; constructed by institutions but also constitutive of 

them. Keiser et al (2002) affirm Dolan’s (2000) view of the previous null finding in respect of 

a link between passive representation and active representation in respect of gender (Hindera, 

1993a; Selden1997).  They attribute the null finding to the failure to ‘explicitly incorporate the 

institutional and political context of bureaucratic culture into empirical analysis (Keiser et al., 

2002).  

 

Kieser et al (2002) undoubtedly advance the field by identifying and problematising the 

conflation of sex with gender and in their acknowledgement of the salience of bureaucratic 

institutions and context. The analysis however remains somewhat bounded by considering 

active representation solely in the context of those factors which enable or inhibit the 

translation of passive to active representation. The reliance on a greater number of women or 

indeed the presence of women at all for the substantive representation of women remains 

problematic in terms of both the undergirding assumption that (only) women will work for 

women and further as an approach which is unresponsive to intersectionality.  

 

Whilst subsequent scholarship which has examined gender and active representation has 

decoupled from the New Institutional framework recruited in Kieser et al (2002), it has 

nevertheless remained more attentive to the salience of organisational culture as a constraint 

on individual behaviour and norms as key elements of this process. Meier and O’Toole (2006), 

for instance, assert that bureaucratic values are more influential in explaining bureaucratic 

outputs and outcomes than political factors, whereas Wilkins and Williams (2008) contend that 

organisational identity may be sufficiently powerful so as to supplant primary characteristics,  

by illustrating that an increase of black police officers positively correlated with the  increased 

racial profiling of black citizens. This offers the prospect that core bureaucratic values might 

be harnessed to function with emancipatory intent through the conduit of active representation 

but also that those same values may serve to protect existing privilege and present a powerful 

obstacle to equality and redistributive public policy. 

 

The literature considered here illustrates the symbiotic and iterative nature of agency and 

structure in bureaucratic decision-making. Whereas the use of discretion represents agency, the 

bureaucratic institutions which shape and mould that discretion affirm the salience of structure. 

Empirical evidence which affirms the active representation of gender (Dolan, 2000; Keiser et 
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al., 2002) indicates that increasing the diversity of the bureaucracy for sex has tangible benefits 

for women, with the potential to extend far beyond the level of individual women and into 

substantive policy outcomes. The literature further emphasises the value of re-socialisation as 

having the capacity to deliver substantive outcomes and implicates the re-gendering of 

bureaucratic identity and values as an important factor in outcomes.  

The establishment of a positive link between passive and active representation in the context 

of under-representation of women at decision-making levels has distributive consequences 

which far surpass concerns of equality of opportunity for individual workers. The significance 

of this is likely to be amplified in the post-conflict context where the remapping of power and 

resources in the new constitutional, political and social order is a live and contested process. 

The literature further affirms the significance of organisational socialisation as a key variable 

in respect of outcomes. Bureaucratic values - equality, impartiality and neutrality -form the 

bedrock of organisational identity and are accepted a priori as appropriate for reflecting the 

public interest. The Representative Bureaucracy literature yields little evidence of interrogation 

as to how these values are understood and operationalised by bureaucrats at the individual 

level. This is related to the fact that existing scholarship which has examined gender in the 

context of active representation has largely been quantitative in nature.  Given that context is a 

significant factor, if we accept gender as socially constructed and performative, then a strong 

case is made for qualitative work which examines the capacity of core bureaucratic values to 

function as enablers or impediments to the substantive representation of women.  

 

2.14 Representative bureaucracy in the post-conflict bureau. 

 

Notwithstanding the comparative absence of scholarly analysis, public administration plays a 

pivotal role in legitimising or otherwise new post-conflict institutional arrangements. The 

gender blindness which permeates mainstream literature on conflict and transition (discussed 

in chapter one) is equally apparent in the academic discourse which examines the salience of 

representation in the post-conflict bureau. It is unsurprising then that scholarship which has 

considered Representative Bureaucracy in those societies emerging from violent conflict has 

focused largely on the passive representation of ethnic groups in the post-conflict public 

administration. The arguments advanced in this respect around legitimacy are equally valid in 

the context of sex and gender. This section of the chapter looks at scholarship in respect of 

passive representation in the post-conflict bureau, before turning to examining active 
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representation, bureaucratic values in transition and the impact of power-sharing government 

as the institutional prescription of choice for post-conflict polities (McCulloch, 2018). 

 

 

2.15 Representation versus merit: A dichotomy? 

 

Scholarship in respect of passive representation within the post-conflict bureau has been 

dominated by the issue of quotas in the narrow context of ethnicity. The debate is succinctly 

captured by Esman (1999) and Brown (1999) who articulate opposing perspectives on the 

primacy of representation or meritocracy in legitimising new institutional arrangements. 

Arguing the case for representation, Esman (1999) articulates the view that in the context of a 

society which has a history of ethnic conflict and discrimination, a Representative Bureaucracy 

performs a key legitimising function by demonstrating that former out groups will have an 

equal stake in the state and its administration. The representation envisaged by Esman in this 

context is passive, with a symbolic dimension which extends beyond the individual. 

Legitimacy of government is ‘socially conditioned’ by evidence that ‘fellow ethnics are visible 

among the wielders of authority’ in new institutional arrangements (Esman, 1999, p365). 

Esman considers that representation is an imperative to legitimacy and necessary to consolidate 

stability. Its necessity and centrality to stabilisation requires that it must be secured, whether 

this be by formal or informal measures. In this regard, Esman advocates affirmative action, 

advocating formal quota type interventions to ensure a (passively) Representative Bureaucracy. 

In advocating formal quota type interventions Esman acknowledges the propensity for short 

term adverse consequences which he identifies as instrumental inefficacies and the potential 

for backlash from former ‘in’ group aspirants who may feel their meritocratic applications have 

been disadvantaged. Esman (1999, p363) reconciles any short-term collateral damage on the 

basis that the ‘costs of illegitimate government resulting from patently unrepresentative 

administration are likely to exceed the grievances. He further postulates that parallel capacity 

building with previous outgroups will result in the reconciliation of merit and representation in 

the public administration over the longer term. 

 

Esman’s thesis is rejected by Brown (1999) who argues ‘equality of opportunity’ in the post-

conflict bureau as a more legitimising standard of new institutional arrangements. Brown 

(1999, p370) argues that ‘disproportionate participation or representation is not itself 

undesirable, what is undesirable is the institutionalisation of procedures and practices that 
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virtually guarantee disproportionate representation’. He concludes that for the bureaucracy to 

have moral authority and legitimacy, equality of opportunity as distinct from a Representative 

Bureaucracy must be assured. In cautioning against the ‘manipulation of merit’ likely to 

heighten ethnic tension, the equality of opportunity model articulated by Brown is reflective of 

the dominant presentation of equality in western liberal democracies which reconciles with 

traditional definitions of ‘merit’. It is a model which holds that once formal barriers have been 

removed, a level playing field has been created by the state and individual merit must apply 

thereafter. In this way, it leaves unchallenged constructions of merit, with antecedents in 

structural inequalities, which may be stacked against particular groups.  

Opposition to quotas on the basis that merit, and equitable representation are dichotomous are 

vulnerable in three distinct ways. In the first instance, it presumes that recruitment to the 

bureaucracy in the absence of quotas is meritocratic. Secondly, It further assumes that a clear 

and objective definition of merit exists, and finally assumes that gender or ethnicity are 

unmeritocratic criteria in their own right, where stark under-representation exists (Murray, 

2016). It is significant that Esman’s argument, whilst in favour of affirmative action policies 

to secure representation, situates the use of these measures in the post-conflict bureau as a 

temporary derogation from equality as opposed to constitutive of it. Therefore, whilst it is a 

position in favour of intervention to ensure representation it nevertheless clings to the primacy 

of an under-interrogated concept of merit within a liberal equality of opportunity model 

(Models of equality are discussed more fully in chapter four). 

Both Brown and Esman present merit and representation as dichotomous. This normative 

assumption which underpins both arguments stands in direct contrast to scholarship which 

indicates that neither merit nor performance are compromised where sex quotas have been 

implemented. On the contrary, empirical evidence suggests that merit can be enhanced where 

quotas have been employed with the advantage that affirmative action policies resulted in the 

attrition of mediocre candidates (Besley et al., 2017).  It is also significant that the debate vis 

a vis the use of quotas in the post-conflict bureau exists in absolute isolation from gender, 

international normative standards and the binding obligations of international law.  The Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action (1995) gives recognition to women’s full participation in 

decision-making processes and their access to power as fundamental for the achievement of 

equality, development and peace. In addition, CEDAW articles seven and eight explicitly cover 

the right of women to non- discrimination in political and public spheres and further affirm 

women’s right to perform all public functions at all levels of government (CEDAW 1978, 

Articles 7 and 8). Notwithstanding normative and legal standards however, the academic 
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discourse on passive representation in the post-conflict bureau has failed to acknowledge 

women. 

 

2.16 Active representation and organisational identity.  

 

A direct consequence of the focus on passive ethnic representation in post-conflict 

bureaucracies is that very little is known about how elite bureaucrats operate in post-conflict 

power-sharing institutions. Much less still is known of how core bureaucratic values transition 

to reflect the values of the new constitutional, political and social order and much less still on 

the potentially gendered implications of that transition. Indeed, this thesis is as responsive to 

this blind spot in existing scholarship. 

Turning then to examine active representation and in particular the bureaucratic values which 

comprise a secondary organisational identity. Scholarship reveals the presentation of core 

bureaucratic values as contextually contingent (Groeneveld and Van de Walle, 2010), fluid not 

static and existing in competition for ascendancy (Kaufman, 1956). Moreover, bureaucratic 

values are identified as particularly salient in times of transition. Where fundamental 

bureaucratic values remain unexamined, then it is argued that tension between reform efforts 

and applied civil service values may even manifest as obstacles to democratic reform and 

development capacity (Mengistu and Vogel, 2006).  

  

Groeneveld and Van de Walle (2010) argue that efforts in furtherance of Representative 

Bureaucracy exist over three dimensions; power, equal opportunities and diversity and that the 

extent of these is mediated by context. They conclude that modern diversity management 

approaches alone may not contribute to the specific requirements of nation building because 

these approaches mainly emphasise organisational performance over social justice. Diversity 

management approaches have replaced those grounded in equal opportunities in western liberal 

democracies. Literature and research on diversity management emphasise a business case for 

diversity, through focusing on the benefits of diversity for the efficiency and effectiveness of 

public sector organisations (Ely and Meyerson, 2000; Wise and Tschirhart, 2000). The 

paradigm shift from equal opportunities to diversity management is discussed substantively in 

chapter four. It is suffice here to acknowledge that earlier political, moral and democratic 

arguments for a Representative Bureaucracy have made way for the economic logic of diversity 

management, which Groeneveld and Van de Walle (2010) argue may be under responsive to 

the specific context of nation building. The process of nation building occurs against a 
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backdrop of inequalities as antecedents to the preceding conflict and as such Representative 

Bureaucracy may have distinct utility where core bureaucratic values are contextually 

responsive and imbued with emancipatory purpose. This identifies and positions bureaucratic 

values as potentially significant tools for gender equality. 

 

Kaufman (1956) proposes that there are three bureaucratic values which guide bureaucratic 

reform and transition: representativeness, neutral competence and executive leadership. It is, 

Kaufman submits, the interaction of these three values that have determined the nature of 

public administration in the USA over time. Each of these values has been dominant, but not 

to the point of suppression of the others at various points in US history. Despite the sequential 

development of these values, Kaufman reiterates that while at each stage a value is dominant, 

the new value supersedes, not replaces the former. Kaufman’s theory of competing 

bureaucratic values presents a useful conceptual lens with which to understand and analyse 

bureaucratic values and identity in transition.   

 

The conceptual utility of competing bureaucratic values in transition is reinforced by Mengistu 

and Vogel (2006, p205) who extrapolate Kaufman’s theory of competing bureaucratic values 

to provide a succinct illustration of the struggle that newly constituted governments in 

transitional states undergo while trying to accommodate a range of internal and external 

pressures. They acknowledge that as governments change to accommodate the reform required 

by the transition from conflict, then civil service systems must also change to implement that 

reform. Ideally, they argue, bureaucratic values should guide these changes. The heuristic of 

competing bureaucratic values functions to draw out bureaucratic attitudes and activities in 

accordance with a nation’s choice of values. Where fundamental bureaucratic values remain 

unexamined however, the tension between reform efforts and applied civil service values may 

manifest as obstacles to democratic reform and development capacity. In the Northern Ireland 

case, the theoretical commitment to power-sharing government is indicative of a paradigm shift 

towards representativeness away from the neutral competence of previous direct rule from 

Westminster (Rouse and O’Connor, forthcoming). Further evidence in support of a formal shift 

toward representativeness is evident in the equality and human rights provisions of the Good 

Friday Agreement, endorsed by referenda and thus reflective of new national values. The 

obligation on the bureaucracy to actively represent marginalised groups as a result of statutory 

equality duties contained in section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act provides the means 

for the operationalisation of new national values. So, while values may have potential to 
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function with emancipatory intent, where they do not align with the new dispensation, they 

may also be implicated in the implementation gap discussed in the previous chapter. Having 

looked at the theoretical shift to post-conflict power-sharing, O’Connor’s ( 2013, 2014, 2017)  

work on active representation in Belfast City Council provides interesting insights into how 

the specific dynamics and drivers of power-sharing may also be relevant to bureaucratic values 

in transition and the gendered nature of the implementation gap. 

 

2.17 Power-sharing and active representation 

 

O’Connor’s (2013, 2014, 2017) work in Belfast city council exists as one of the few pieces of 

empirical work to examine active representation in the context of a post-conflict power-sharing 

administration. The work has further significance in that it represents a methodological 

departure from the large N quantitative analysis which dominates the field of public 

administration and instead draws upon in-depth interviews to deconstruct decision making 

processes at the level of the individual bureaucrat in Belfast. O ‘Connor (2017) found clear 

evidence of increased bureaucratic discretion as a direct consequence of the distinct dynamics 

of power-sharing, and further affirms Mengistu and Vogel’s (2006) assertion that a secondary 

attachment can supersede a primary attachment among elite bureaucrats within an emerging 

society. O’Connor (2017) concludes that the Belfast case study indicates that 

representativeness has been achieved in the post-conflict bureau in the absence of quotas or 

compositional engineering on account of the primacy of public service values over primary 

identity. The application of a gender lens renders this deduction problematic in several ways. 

In the first instance legitimacy is attached to ethnicity alone. Again, this sits in contrast to the 

international legal and normative framework which acknowledges that without the active 

participation of women and the incorporation of women’s perspectives at all levels of decision 

making, then the goals of equality, development and peace cannot be achieved (Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action, 1995). Secondly, gender is invisible as a constituent 

element of the bureaucratic norms and values which are manifest in the decision-making 

process. For the purpose of this inquiry however O’Connor’s work is particularly useful in 

empirically demonstrating the amplification of bureaucratic discretion under power-sharing 

conditions and its capacity to function as an aperture for the active representation of 

bureaucratic values. While O’Connor (2014, 2017) accepts those values a priori, as in the 

public interest, feminist scholarship discussed later in this chapter problematises those same 
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values, norms and culture as highly gendered phenomena (Chappell, 2002; Chappell, 2006b; 

Chappell and Waylen, 2013). 

 

A further significant aspect of O’Connor’s research was the discovery of a conflict 

management role conception among Belfast’s elite bureaucrats in respect of the functioning of 

new power-sharing institutional arrangements. O’ Connor (2017) found that this role 

conception directly influenced how elite bureaucrats presented and framed policy, formulated 

agendas and impacted on prioritisation. This is a particularly pertinent observation and 

indicates that new norms and values may have evolved to form part of bureaucratic identity 

and culture in response to the exigencies and drivers of the power-sharing context. O ‘Connors 

detection of a conflict management role conception has further import from a normative 

perspective. Conflict resolution would require that the structural antecedents of previous 

inequalities are addressed or ameliorated, in ways which equitably redistribute power and 

resources. Conflict management by contrast, is an approach which can tolerate continued 

inequity, affording a greater premium to stability and continuity. This suggests a possible 

tension between the formal rules of the framework agreement and the informal drivers and 

dynamics associated with the administration of power-sharing government.  

 

In conclusion, the literature which has attended to issues of representation in the specific 

context of post-conflict public administration has been dominated by a focus on passive 

representation in the specific context of ethnicity. Scholarship which has attended to active 

representation and in particular examined core bureaucratic values, reveals that the nature of a 

Representative Bureaucracy is contextually dependent (Groeneveld and Van de Walle, 2010). 

The capacity for core values to be contextually responsive is further affirmed by Kaufman’s 

concept of core values competing for ascendancy. Here, as opposed to static constructs, values 

are understood as constantly shifting in response to context. The salience of values in transition 

and in particular the capacity of values to consolidate or exist in tension to the new socio-

political order is outlined by Mengistu and Vogel (2006). O’Connor’s Belfast case study (2013; 

2014; 2017) provides an empirical foothold for the argument that greater opportunity structures 

exist for the use of bureaucratic discretion in power-sharing arrangements and further affirms 

the active representation of an organisational (secondary) identity.  In light of this, a compelling 

case is made to unpack core bureaucratic values as operationalised and understood and in light 

of context. This further raises the possibility that values might be realigned and their potential 
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to function in emancipatory ways harnessed to firewall formal commitments for gender 

equality, social justice and redistributive public policy, as central to nation building.  

 

 

2.2 Gender, power and change in the post-conflict bureau – insights from Feminist 
Institutionalism  
 
This section of the chapter begins by scoping the nexus of gender, power and bureaucracy in 

scholarship. How gender is conceptualised and instantiated at an institutional level is critical 

not only in terms of the capacity of elite bureaucrats to identify obstacles to gender equality 

but further mediates the ability to develop policy which is appropriately responsive to them 

(Verloo, 2005; Yates, 2018). Conceptualising gender is necessary then for understanding the 

problem, important for analysing its causes and predicting outcomes, and essential when 

thinking about solutions and promoting change (Sjoberg, 2015 in Yates, 2018, p572).  

Having positioned Feminist Institutionalism within the broader feminist scholarship which has 

considered the nexus of gender and bureaucracy and provided a context for its particular 

understanding of gendered power. This section of the chapter proceeds to specifically focus on 

the concepts used in Feminist Institutionalism to map and explicate the dynamics of gendered 

power. The distinct methodological and ontological considerations involved in 

operationalising a feminist institutional analysis are discussed in the next chapter. At a 

conceptual level, the chapter discusses the interaction of formal and informal rules, the 

gendered logics of appropriateness which infuse core bureaucratic values and identity and 

unpacks the complex dynamics of institutional continuity and change.  

 

2.21 Theorising gender and power within bureaucracies  
 

Feminist engagement with the concept of bureaucracy reflects a wide range of epistemological 

positions, ranging from liberal feminist analyses at one end of the spectrum to radical feminist 

critiques located at the other. This research, and Feminist Institutionalism more generally, 

resonates with post-structuralist positions which occupy an epistemological mid-point, distinct 

from liberal feminist analyses in their attentiveness to the dynamics of gendered power but also 

distinct from radical positions in the acknowledgment of a capacity for the re-gendering of 

institutions and social processes.  
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Liberal feminist critiques are best exemplified by Kanter’s (1977) seminal ‘Men and Women 

of the Corporation’. At the core of Kanter’s analysis is the view that it is power differentials 

and not gender which explain the different experiences and fortunes of men and women. In 

Kanter’s analysis, a fixed amount of power exists within organisations, the issue becoming one 

of men and women’s differential access to it. Power is presented as analytically distinct from 

gender. Kanter holds that when women acquire organisational power, gender falls into 

insignificance. In this way, Kanter’s analysis leaves underlaying structures intact. While 

Kanter’s position is socially constructionist in its acknowledgment that the fate of women is 

inextricably bound up with organisational structure, it nevertheless remains an analysis 

grounded in sex and as such, under-responsive to the social processes which mediate the 

dynamics of gendered power.  

 

Kanter’s thesis that how women respond to the dynamics of minority status in corporations’ 

changes as the number of women increases, has been significantly extrapolated by a body of 

subsequent scholarship into ‘firmer expectations about the behaviour of women ‘(Childs and 

Krooks, 2009, p715). So called ‘critical mass’ arguments turn on the funnelling of more women 

into positions of power to precipitate an unspecified tipping point at which feminised change 

may occur. Critical mass arguments have been presented to support claims that legislatures 

with high proportions of women introduce and pass more bills on women’s issues than 

legislatures with lower female representation (Thomas, 1991, 1994; Bratton, 2005) and are 

provided as explanatory rationale for the increase in the number and enactments of such 

legislation, which rises in correspondence with increases in the number of women legislators 

(SaintGermain, 1989; Skard and Haavio-Mannila, 1985). 

 

However, in failing to problematise underlaying structural issues, Kanter’s thesis and the 

critical mass scholarship extrapolated from it, represents an ‘add women and stir’ approach. 

Subsequent scholarship has problematised notions of critical mass as an enabler for the 

substantive representation of women. Childs and Krooks (2009) abandon a priori assumptions 

that there are defined ‘women’s interests’ and further eschew the essentialising assumption that 

women will advocate for them, in favour of a more nuanced understanding of substantive 

representation. Childs and Krook, (2009) refocus the analytical lens toward ‘critical acts’ that 

is, how women friendly policy change actually occurs and ‘critical actors’ – those who are 

positioned to act collectively or individually to bring about that change. 
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Radical feminist critiques at the other end of the spectrum have generally presented 

bureaucracy (and its role within the apparatus of the state) as an inherently patriarchal structure, 

which serves as an instrument of oppressive male dominance through its discourse on 

rationality, rules and procedures (Fergusson, 1985; MacKinnon, 1989). Bureaucracy, as the 

exercise of state power, is understood to embody men’s interests. This occurs nominally 

through gender capture (Goetz, 2007) - men's historical and continuing dominance of positions 

of power in greater numbers than women - and also substantively through the development of 

policy which privileges male interests. 

While analysis in this vein, is acutely attentive to the operation of gendered power, it situates 

reform efforts as ill-conceived ventures doomed to legitimise male oppression through feminist 

co-option. Fergusson argues a case against feminist engagement with bureaucracy, arguing that 

bureaucratic discourse is shot through with the dynamics of patriarchy itself and thus beyond 

rehabilitation: 

‘Real androgyny, defined not simply as adding together misshapen halves of males and 

female but rather as a complex process of calling out that which is valuable in each gender and 

carefully disentangling it from that which is riddled with the effects of power is a political 

struggle.’ (Fergusson, 1984, p70) 

 

Unlike radical feminist positions, post-structuralist feminist analysis reflects a more dynamic 

assessment of gendered power, where male power is not simply and unilaterally imposed on 

women, but rather ‘gender relations are a process involving strategies and counter strategies of 

power’ (Pringle, 1989, p92). Post-structural understandings of the state conceptualise it less as 

a unified structure and more as site of competing discourses, practices and struggles (Pringle 

and Watson, 1989). Power and control in bureaucracies are instantiated through constructions 

of gender. The apparent neutrality of bureaucratic rationality, rules and goals disguises the class 

and gender interests served by them. Pringle (1989, p88) invokes Weberian articulations of 

rationality as illustrative, arguing that ‘rationality’ is interpreted within bureaucracies as a 

construction of a particular kind of masculinity based on the exclusion of the personal, the 

sexual and the feminine (Pringle, 1988, p88).  
 

Gender is understood as a social construct which legitimises the assignment of different roles 

and maintains institutional and social structures that subordinate women (West and 

Zimmerman, 1987 p137). Therefore, the process of doing gender results in systems that 

continually remake gender in organisations and which reproduce essential masculine and 
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feminine traits, where so-called masculine traits are privileged (Williamson and Colley, 2018 

p584). The practices and principles that organisations embody, in this instance bureaucratic 

culture and practice, cannot, it is argued, be understood without reference to their gendering 

assumptions (Savage and Witz, 1992, p13).  With this in mind, it is vital to develop a 

perspective on gender and bureaucracy which foregrounds gender relations as embedded in the 

institutional fabric of organisations. To this effect Davies (1992) argues for a shift from 

approaches which regard gender as a fixed attribute imported into the workplace and 

organisations towards ones which treat gender as a relational quality and gender relations as 

power relations. Feminist Institutionalism rises to that challenge. 

 

2.22 A Feminist Institutionalist approach 

 

Kenny defines Feminist Institutionalism as an approach that draws from feminist and New 

Institutionalist theory in order to generate insights into the gendered nature of interaction 

between formal and informal institutions, the power relations within and across institutions and 

the gendered mechanisms of continuity and change (Kenny, 2013).  

Feminist Institutionalism is largely regarded as the synthesis of feminist political science and 

New Institutionalism (Mackay, 2011) . Feminist Institutionalism, like feminist political science 

is predominantly socially constructionist in its approach to the analysis of institutions and 

actors. 

New Institutionalism focuses on the way in which institutions embody values and power 

relationships. The theory is populated by at least four distinct schools; rational choice, 

historical, sociological and discursive institutionalisms. Notwithstanding the specificities of 

the variants, consensus can be evinced across all four variants that institutions constrain the 

behaviour of actors and that these constraints arise from the interactions of formally codified 

rules and more informally understood conventions and norms (Peters, 1999). 

Mainstream New Institutionalist literature, however, has devoted very little attention to the 

way in which the norms and assumptions of political institutions are ‘gendered’ (Chappell, 

2006, p224). If, as March and Olsen (1984) argue, the organisation of political life makes a 

difference, then Feminist Institutionalism attends to the gendered aspects of that difference.  

 

Feminist political science, by contrast has devoted considerable attention to the gendered 

nature of institutions. Connell’s (2002) articulation of institutions as ‘gender regimes’, 

reflecting but also constitutive of the roles and relationships between women and men in 
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political, legal and bureaucratic arenas, forms a mainstay of feminist political science. 

Lovenduski (1998) prescribes a four-point matrix essential to the study of gender and 

institutions which acknowledges that everyone in an institution has a sex and performs gender; 

that the experience of individuals in institutions is variable by both sex and gender; that gender 

intersects with other components of identity and that institutions are imbued with cultures 

which actively produce and reproduce gender. 

One approach to the integration of feminist political science with New Institutionalism has 

been to adapt feminist variants of the different schools within New Institutionalism. Waylen’s 

(2009) proposition of a feminist Historical Institutionalism exemplifies this approach. Both 

theoretically and methodologically, Historical Institutionalism is argued to afford requisite 

analytical space to context, complex causality and the embedded nature of gendered legacies, 

and for this reason it is the approach most commonly applied. Notwithstanding the particular 

affinity of Feminist Institutionalism and Historical Institutionalism, Beyeler and Annesley’s 

(2011) view that Feminist Institutionalism is best viewed as a stand-alone variant of New 

Institutionalism, is more reflective of the dominant discourse. They contend that there is both 

intellectual and strategic merit to an ecumenical approach that does not discount any of the 

New Institutionalisms, thereby enabling the researcher to draw flexibly from the conceptual 

tools each strand supplies relevant to the enquiry at hand.  

The broad-church approach of Feminist Institutionalism is further evident in Lovenduski’s 

(2011) assertion that the threshold for definition as a Feminist Institutionalist project is met, 

simply when concepts of gender are integrated into the research. 

 

2.23 Feminist Institutionalism and state bureaucracy 

 

Political, legal and bureaucratic institutions are given context as gender regimes which reflect 

but are also constitutive of gender roles, relations and identities in the political and 

constitutional/legal arena (Lowndes, 2014).  Political, legal and bureaucratic institutions are 

themselves constituted by embodied social practices of ‘doing gender’ on a daily basis 

(Mackay and Krook, 2011). A view of gender as a fixed and stable attribute, which structures 

the dominant discourse in scholarship which has considered Representative Bureaucracy 

(discussed earlier in this chapter) is directly challenged by the assertion of gender as ‘an identity 

tenuously constituted in time through a stylised repetition of acts’ (Butler, 1988, p519). 

Nuanced understandings of gender as both an analytical category and process; socially 

constructed and instantiated at an institutional level, expose the conceptual frailty of Hindera’s 
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(1993) binary of primary and secondary associations. By flipping Hindera's (1993) analytical 

framework, which has come to represent the dominant paradigm in Representative 

Bureaucracy and by reconceptualising gender as both a primary and secondary association, a 

new analytical lens becomes available which offers the prospect of fusing the insights of both 

feminist institutionalism and Representative Bureaucracy. This lens enables the identification 

and deconstruction of the specifically gendered nature of the informal rules and norms which 

are constitutive of the organisational culture and values which infuse bureaucratic discretion.  

 

Beckwith argues not only that institutions and politics are gendered but further that they can 

be re-gendered by the strategic behaviour of political actors to feminise political structures, 

rules and norms. The feminist project then, becomes one of re-gendering state power, policy 

making, legal constructions and their interpretations. Feminist Institutionalism aims to develop 

clearer expectations about institutional processes and outcomes, while at the same time offering 

strategic entry points for feminist activists. 

This approach resonates with the analysis of organisational theorists; Ross-Smith and 

Kornberger (2014, p281) who contend that ‘bureaucratic rationality is not per se masculine, 

but rather the masculinity of rationality that has occurred throughout history needs to be 

unmasked and critiqued’. 

Work on destabilising and re-gendering institutions yields two distinct strategies of feminist 

intervention in bureaucracy. Eisenstein (1991;1999) identifies a strategy of bureaucratic 

individualism – where individual women enter the bureaucracy as self-identified feminists. 

This approach is exemplified by the Femocrat strategy. Femocrats are defined as feminists 

working within state bureaucracy on women’s issues where their credentials as feminists have 

been used as criteria for their appointment (Savage and Witz, 1992; Chappell, 2002;2010).  

 

The second method of feminist strategic engagement with bureaucracy identified by Eisenstein 

(1991, 1996) is that of a bureaucratic structural approach. Through this approach, feminists 

have sought to advance their political interests through engineering the apparatus of the state. 

This approach is best typified by state feminism and in particular the development of specific 

women’s policy agencies, ministries and departments. Of particular significance for this 

research investigation, Chappell (2002) found that a strong neutrality norm embedded in UK 

bureaucratic structures worked to inhibit the impact of the Femocrat strategy and state 

feminism in the UK. Chappell argues that in the UK, internal advocacy was perceived by 

bureaucrats as bias and deemed irreconcilable with applied understandings of neutrality, 
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imbued by bureaucratic culture and practice. As such strategic feminist interventions with state 

bureaucracy in the UK engendered much greater levels of resistance than in comparable 

Westminster type systems, namely the Australian and Canadian systems (See Chapter 4 for a 

discussion of the lack of traction for these strategies in the particular context of the NICS). 

 

2.24 Feminist Institutionalism and bureaucratic power 

 

An important pre-cursor to, disrupting and re-orienting gendered power dynamics rests in 

understanding the specific mechanisms through which bureaucratic power is operationalised 

and where we might look for its definitive footprint in the decision-making process.  In 

unpacking these mechanisms and causal processes, gender may further serve as an exemplar 

for the hidden power maps within political, bureaucratic and legal institutions which determine 

what resources are allocated and by whom, whose justice is applied and what rationality has 

primacy.  

 

A first step in this regard is the acknowledgement that within the context of a democracy, 

formal decision-making power rests with the politicians, with bureaucratic power much more 

likely than to operate at the informal level. As a way of understanding bureaucratic power 

Schattsnider’s (1961) view of power presents as a distinctly appropriate and compelling one, 

in the context of understanding the gendered nature of the implementation gap. Indeed, 

Steinmo, (2008, p122) argues that had Schattschnider been writing today, he would be 

identified as a Historical Institutionalist scholar given his interest in explaining real world 

outcomes and the role of institutions in shaping political outcomes. 

Schattschnider acknowledges that within all democratic governments, elected officials may 

only prioritise a small number of issues for attention at any given time. This prioritisation he 

argues, occurs at the expense of other competing issues: ‘organisation is the mobilisation of 

bias, some issues are organised into politics, while others are organised out.’ (Schattsnider, 

1961 p69). While applicable to all democracies, it is a scenario which is particularly prescient 

against the backdrop of the complexity of power-sharing government and the 

acknowledgement of greater opportunity structures for the use of bureaucratic discretion 

(O’Connor, 2017 discussed earlier in this chapter). This thesis understands the power of elite 

bureaucrats, to rest in their ability to select and frame those issues which make it onto the 

minister’s desk and on to wider political agenda.  
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Not only does this power as operationalised have implications for the substantive 

representation of women but Schattsnider further recognises that the ability to shape and frame 

the political agenda may also have implications for descriptive representation in determining 

who can participate in the decision-making process:  

‘who decides what the game is about, decides also who can get into the game’ (1961, p102) 

 

Schattsnider’s logic provides further affirmation of the potential for senior bureaucrats as 

potential gatekeepers to the socially transformative and re-distributive policy required for the 

advancement of gender equality. In this context de-prioritisation and non-decisions emerge as 

equally, if not, more determinant than formal decision making in understanding the 

implementation gap in Northern Ireland. 

Having looked at the nexus of gender and power in bureaucratic organisations, the next section 

of the chapter introduces a series of conceptual tools from Feminist Institutionalism which in 

their capacity to identify and explicate the operation of gendered power at a mechanistic level, 

are appropriate to analysis of organisational identity and values in transition.  

 

2.25 Formal and informal rules 

 

Within Feminist Institutionalism and indeed New Institutionalism more generally, institutions 

are understood as the ‘rules of the game’ (Ostrom, 2005), which may both constrain and enable 

actors. Institutions are gendered in so far as they prescribe and indeed proscribe, acceptable 

masculine and feminine forms of behaviour. Institutions may be formal or informal in nature. 

Formal rules present as consciously designed and clearly specified rules, enforced by a third 

party (Lowndes, 2005). Formal rules are evident and accessible as constitutions, laws, policy 

and operational guidance. Informal institutions, by contrast, are understood as ‘socially shared 

rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated and enforced outside of officially 

sanctioned channels’(Helmke and Levitsky, 2004 p727). Notwithstanding the distinction, 

institutional rules are not dichotomous, rather the institutional environment is regulated, at any 

given time, by a mix of informal and formal rules constituting ‘rules in use’ (Ostrom, 2005). 

 

Informal rules are considered to have particular salience during periods of reform or transition. 

They might consolidate change where there is tight fit between the old informal and the new 

formal. In contrast, informal rules may serve as a site of resistance existing in parallel or even 

in direct contravention of formal rules. Leach and Lowndes (2007) propose specific tools of 
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resistance to new formal institutions which may be deployed by actors; these include 

‘remembering’, the incorporation of the old and ‘borrowing’ of alternative rules from other 

institutional contexts. Indeed, Mackay’s(2014) analysis of post-devolution institutional reform 

in Scotland demonstrates how new political institutions borrowed and remembered aspects of 

the Westminster model. The Westminster model represents the archetypal winner takes all 

model of democratic governance. It’s distinguishing characteristics include the centralisation 

of power in a single governing party, executive dominance of the legislature and an adversarial 

nature to proceedings. It is a model in which command and control has a greater premium than 

consensus politics (Lijphart, 1999). The effect, Mackay (2014) argues of borrowing and 

remembering, was to supplant and dilute many of the gender innovative aspects of the new 

inclusive design envisaged for the new devolved political institutions. Mackay’s case study 

identifies a further and equally powerful mechanism deployed by actors in opposition to new 

formal rules. In ‘forgetting’, actors were observed to forget new formal rules and espoused 

values and norms, particularly those which sought to unsettle gender norms (Mackay, 2014). 

The capacity for informal rules, to work in tension to new formal rules, may provide some 

rationale for the implementation gap which has occurred in Northern Ireland in respect of the 

provisions of the GFA and may further provide a rationale for the gendered nature of that gap. 

 

Annesley and Gains (2010) analysis of recruitment to the UK senior civil service provides 

further empirical footing for the capacity of informal gender norms to subvert formal reform 

within the bureaucracy itself. Despite well-established formal equal opportunity recruitment 

policies, Annesley and Gains (2010) determined that female bureaucrat career trajectories 

remained guided by the continued existence of informal norms and further identified their 

implication in both horizontal and vertical workplace segregation. Women were less likely to 

reach executive positions in general and where women did access executive positions, this was 

more likely to occur in certain departments, for instance health over treasury. Chapter four 

discusses similar patterns of horizontal and vertical segregation in the NI SCS (Ballantine at 

al, 2016). 

 

Informal rules may also be implicated in male over- representation, such as that noted earlier 

in this chapter in the context of male descriptive and substantive representation in state 

institutions. Studies on organisational culture have mapped out how alliances and networks are 

formed between managers in order to maintain their power. Collinson and Hearn (2005) point 

out that many of those studies miss the important fact that being a man often constitutes a pre-
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requisite for access to these networks. Even though the intent of such alliances is not to exclude 

women, but rather to protect the organisation, the result is nevertheless highly gendered. 

Bjarnegärd’s (2010) concept of homosocial capital provides both a rationale and mechanistic 

understanding of how these informal networks function and why they so in ways which 

advantage men, thereby perpetuating gendered power asymmetries.  

Homosocial capital highlights both the fact that an interpersonal capital needs to be built up 

before an individual is admitted to a network and the fact that there are gendered aspects to the 

acquisition of this interpersonal capital, in that it is predominantly accessible to men.   

Kanter (1993) emphasises that uncertainty in organisations creates the need for a homogenous 

group of decision makers. Homogeneity is seen as guaranteeing at least a certain level of 

similar outlook and understanding: 

 ‘If conditions of uncertainty mean that people have to be relied upon, then people fall 
back on social bases for trust. The greater the uncertainty, the greater the pressures for those 
who have to trust each other to form a homogenous group.’ 

(Kanter, 1993 p49) 

  

Homosocial capital can be accumulated in a relationship between two or more people, who 

believe (rightly or not) that they understand each other and thus can predict each other’s 

behaviour. A person’s behaviour in turn, is perceived to be guided or restricted both by his/her 

position in society and by supposed characteristics (Bjarnegård, 2010, p24). Men and women 

alike, are impacted by gendered expectations and gendered life experiences and are more likely 

to perceive members of the same sex as similar to themselves. 

For men it is almost always considered advantageous to build networks with other men. Men 

are still more often found in key decision-making positions and as compositional figures in 

chapters four and five of this thesis will indicate, the NI SCS is no different in this regard. On 

account of existing power structures and differentials, women benefit more from heterosocial 

behaviour than homosocial behaviour, whereas the opposite is true for men. Women remain 

dependant on male networks for access to relevant resources and because of difficulties 

encountered in building and maintaining their own networks. Men and women are thus more 

likely to be interested in co-operating with men than with women in the context of gender 

capture. Where success of women is dependent on including men in their networks, men need 

not include women to maximise predictability. 

The concept of homosocial capital illustrates how informal rules are mobilised to sustain the 

invisible but entrenched power asymmetries that advantage men and exclude women from 

accessing power in various networks (Bjarnegård, 2013 p29). 
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2.26 Bureaucratic values, culture and practice as gendered and gendering. 

 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, scholarship in respect of Representative Bureaucracy 

indicates that bureaucratic discretion can function as an aperture for the active representation 

of an institutional culture and norms (Mengistu and Vogel, 2006; O’Connor, 2017). Feminist 

Institutionalist scholarship exposes that institutional culture as highly gendered.  

The pernicious nature of, and resilience of gendered norms is acutely reflected in Chappell’s 

work to scope the ‘gendered logics of appropriateness’, that is, the embedded assumptions 

about appropriate forms of behaviour in the public sector. Chappell (2010, p227) found that 

core bureaucratic values synonymous with public service- neutrality, merit and impartiality- 

were all highly gendered constructs concluding that: 

  ‘the meritorious ideal public servant is a rational, detached, calculating individual, 
while the attributes for appointments to the career service, include a full-time unbroken work 
record and the assumption of domestic support’.  
 
Whilst principles of merit, impartiality and neutrality may be formally codified in bureaucratic 

codes of ethics, it is the subjective interpretation and gendered application of these concepts 

which is likely to be instantiated through informal rules. This point is illustrated in Chappell’s 

critique of neutrality, which she argues assumes a set of universal norms which function as an 

appropriate prism through which to view the world (Chappell, 2010, p223). The practical 

application and operationalisation of neutrality as symmetrical treatment in the context of 

historical structural discrimination however reifies the status quo of gendered inequality.  It 

may further pre-dispose a restitutive approach to post-conflict policy rather than a 

transformative one which requires skewed re-distribution of public resources. Chappell (2010, 

p227) concludes ‘the stronger the enforcement of these norms, the less chance there is for 

feminists to work within or without the bureaucracy to advance what could only be considered 

under these conditions as ‘biased’ policy positions of gender equality.  

 

Placing Chappell’s analysis in juxtaposition with Mengistu and Vogel’s (2006) assessment that 

where fundamental bureaucratic values remained unexamined in application, then they may 

manifest as obstacles to the new socio-political order. This may be the case in respect of those 

embedded gender norms, which have the capacity to impact both nominally and substantively. 

A nominal gender impact may be reflected in the restriction of women’s access to higher ranks 

within the bureaucracy, operationalised through gendered constructions of merit, informal 
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network access and the capacity to acquire homosocial capital. In the context of a gender 

capture (Goetz and Jenkins, 2005) where senior decision making positions are 

disproportionately held by men in the post-conflict administration then decisions made at the 

highest level will be unlikely to reflect the lived realities of women’s lives and may serve to 

reassert the lesser political, economic and  social position of women in the post-conflict 

dispensation. 

 

 The substantive gender impacts emanating from gendered bureaucratic values may further 

result in a systemic default toward traditionally restitutive dynamics which return women to a 

status quo ante of gendered inequality. In this regard, how bureaucratic values and institutions 

respond to transition is critical to the capacity to deliver transformative social change. 

 

2.27 Institutional change 

 

Feminist Institutionalism moves beyond the terrain of traditional analytic dichotomies of 

institutional creation (exogenous shock or rupture) and institutional reproduction (path 

dependency). Feminist Institutionalism adopts a more nuanced approach to institutional 

change, which constitutes further evidence of its theoretical eclecticism and aspiration to 

address ‘real world’ problems. It proffers a view of institutional change which is messy, 

overlapping and dynamic and which is encapsulated in the adaptation  of Thelen’s (2004) 

paradigm of institutional change. It is a model which reconciles easily with the messy 

infrastructure of public sector institutions of law and governance which require continuity and 

therefore are not conducive to clean demarcation and linear models of change. Thelen (2004) 

contextualises institutional change as a dynamic and iterative process in which any 

combination of elements may be in play at any given time. She identifies layering; where new 

institutional elements are overlaid on the old, conversion; were old arrangements are co-opted 

and re-orientated, displacement: involving the wholesale removal of old for new and drift, in 

which the old is neglected for alternatives.  

A core concept associated with Historical Institutionalism is that of path dependence. 

Understood broadly, this is taken to mean that ‘what happened at an earlier point in time will 

affect the possible outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later point in time’ (Selwell, 

1996 p262). A narrower definition is offered by Levi (1997 p28) who argues ‘path dependence 

has to mean , if it is to mean anything,  that once a country or region has started down a track , 

the costs of reversal are very high’. Pierson, (2018, p252) draws upon the economic concept of 
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increasing returns to illustrate that over time the cost of exit, of switching to some previously 

plausible alternative, rises. The concept of path dependence then provides a useful lens in 

examining why some formal change may adhere and why other change may not. Whilst 

Feminist Institutionalism can accommodate some loose definition of the path dependence 

traditionally associated with New Institutionalist Theory, its assertion of institutions as 

products of extant contestation rejects articulations predicated on a clear trajectory or which 

are overly deterministic. Haškova and Saxonberg’s (2011) study of post-communist family 

policy in Czechoslovakia and Slovenia substantiates this view and realigns conceptions of 

critical junctures in a contextually responsive way which reconciles with Feminist Institutional 

analysis. Contrary to a singular critical juncture occurring in the context of regime change, 

Haškova and Saxonberg (2011) argue that several critical junctures occurred leading up to the 

collapse of communism which had the effect of incremental institutional layering. The research 

holds that critical junctures may not necessarily occur at the point of transition/rupture or be 

exogenous in nature but rather are more likely to arise from incremental processes, where a 

sequence of decisions is made, and each is highly conditioned by the previous. Mackay (2015) 

acknowledges that no institution, however new or radically reformed is a blank slate. The 

capacity for new paths is profoundly shaped by the institutional environment, no matter how 

dramatic the rupture with the past, new institutions are inextricable from legacies of the past.  

 

Mackay’s (2014) concept of ‘nested newness’ provides a conceptual tool which recognises that 

constitutional moments are followed by longer periods of institutionalisation and uncertainty. 

The concept resonates strongly with Bell and Pospisil's (2017) thesis that framework peace 

agreements are not end points but rather staging posts which initiate a period of formalised 

political unsettlement, in which the preceding conflict is not resolved but rather translated into 

to new political and legal institutions. New structures and rules outlined in overarching 

settlements are either embedded and consolidated or wither in the processes by which they are 

converted to ‘rules in use’. 

In Mackay’s (2104) study of ‘transition’ in post-devolution Scotland, she benchmarks the 

foundational documents of devolution which envisaged a new institutional dispensation in 

which traditional Westminster adversarial politics might be displaced.  It was further envisaged 

that new arrangements would embody four key principles; access and participation, equal 

opportunities, accountability and power-sharing. Mackay’s study found evidence that formal 

rules had been displaced by the introduction of old Westminster rules and practices, she also 

documents evidence of ‘forgetting the new’ with specific evidence of how the equal 
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opportunities principle was routinely omitted in relevant official documentation and strategies. 

Mackay posits a ’liability of newness’ in which institutional actors will seek to achieve 

legitimacy both internally by means of norm appropriateness and externally by means of 

endorsement of power holders in the wider environment. In the particular case of Scottish 

devolution, Mackay (2014) notes that the external power holders in the context of the UK’s 

multi-level system of governance were institutions in which the Westminster model was 

dominant and legitimised. Mackay’s study indicates that the combination of the liability of 

newness and gender appears to make the institutionalisation of reform even more difficult.   

Lowndes and Gains (2010) analysis of institutional formation focused on the establishment of 

new police and crime commissioners in England and Wales found that notwithstanding the 

newness of the institution, its layering or nestedness within extant institutional infrastructure 

above and below, was a significant variable in terms of how the new institution approached 

new formal gender policy. 

 

Chappell’s (2011) study of ‘nested’ newness at the International Criminal Court (ICC) found 

that the influence of new feminist legal actors and new formal rules to address conflict related 

sexual violence did reflect positively in some areas. There was, however, evidence that old 

informal gender legacies arising from the temporal context in which the ICC is nested 

functioned to undermine and distort attempts to challenge gender injustice. 

The weight of empirical scholarship considered for this chapter points firmly toward the 

implication of informal rules as a key mechanism of resistance to gendered change. The 

responsiveness of Feminist Institutional analysis to informal rules, complexity of institutional 

change renders it a particularly suitable framework in which to situate the gendered attrition 

which occurs at an institutional level, of those aspects of framework agreements most likely to 

impact on gender equality. 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter used Representative Bureaucracy as a theoretical entry point to examine 

bureaucratic identity and values in transition. It identified bureaucratic discretion as an aperture 

for those values to bleed into the decision-making process. Scholarship further reveals the 

nature of a Representative Bureaucracy as contextually dependent (Groeneveld and Van de 

Walle, 2010). The capacity for core values to be contextually responsive is further affirmed by 

Kaufman’s concept of core values competing for ascendancy. Here, as opposed to static 

constructs, values are understood as constantly shifting in response to context and temporality. 
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The salience of values in transition and in particular the capacity of values to consolidate or 

exist in tension to the new socio-political order is outlined by Mengistu and Vogel (2006). 

O’Connor’s Belfast case study (2013, 2014, 2017) provides an empirical foothold for the 

argument that greater opportunity structures exist for the use of bureaucratic discretion in 

power-sharing arrangements and further affirms the active representation of an organisational 

(secondary) identity.  In light of this, a compelling case is made to unpack the gendered nature 

of core bureaucratic values and identity as operationalised and understood in light of context 

and temporality.  

The second half of the chapter introduced feminist political science and considered scholarship 

in respect of the gendered power dynamics which operate within bureaucratic structures. It 

introduced Feminist Institutionalism as a theoretical framework with the capacity to excavate 

and explicate gendered power dynamics which operate at the institutional level, and which 

further recognises institutions as dynamic with the capacity to be re-inscribed and reoriented. 

This offers the prospect that bureaucratic values which operate with gendered effect, might be 

realigned and their potential to function in emancipatory ways, harnessed to firewall formal 

commitments for gender equality, social justice and redistributive public policy, as central to 

the process of nation building. 

The chapter discussed the tools of Feminist Institutional analysis which provide the conceptual 

scaffold for the empirical work which follows. It discussed the interaction of formal and 

informal rules, the nature of institutional change as contested and complex, and further noted 

the significance of excavating the normalised gendered logics of appropriateness embedded in 

the corpus of organisational identity and values. The next chapter attends to issues of 

methodology and method in consideration of that institutional analysis can be optimially 

operationalised. 
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Chapter three 
Operationalising a Feminist Institutional analysis – methodology and method. 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will discuss how a Feminist Institutional analysis is operationalised in this work.  

The first section discusses and justifies the methodological perspective of the thesis by 

unpacking its political, epistemological and ontological foundations. The second section of the 

chapter introduces the research design and discusses the methods and cases selected as 

appropriate tools with which to approach the research questions. The third and final section of 

the chapter addresses issues of quality in qualitative research incorporating issues of 

reflexivity, positionality and ethical considerations. 

 

3.1 Methodological perspective 

 

3.11  Feminism and feminist research 

 

Feminist approaches are not neutral, rather they are grounded in a ‘critical and disruptive social 

movement’ (Randall, 2010, p144). Critical feminist approaches by extension are explicitly 

political in their intention to move beyond the exposition of hidden gender power relations 

towards the disruption and unsettling of them. In this way, feminist approaches are revealed as 

both corrective and transformative: corrective in seeking to illuminate implicit gender biases 

and transformative in their intent to change them (Lovenduski, 1998; Hawkesworth, 2005; 

Ackerly and True, 2010; Kenny and Mackay, 2017). 

 

This research investigation aims to identify and explicate the informal norms and rules deeply 

embedded within the institutional fabric of the NI SCS, which may function as structural 

inhibitors to formal provisions for gender equality. It is anticipated that the exposition of hidden 

gender power relations embedded in SCS norms and values will enable future policies and 

programmes to become equally attentive to the significance of ‘informal’ aspects of SCS 

organisational culture and values, both within the service itself and in those policies configured 

by it. In this way, the research aims extend beyond the diagnostic or ‘corrective,’ to affirm 

transformative intent. Transformative intent is further reflected in the collaborative approach 

to the research which ensures its utility beyond contribution to academic scholarship. 

Reciprocal utility between researcher and participants is further indicative of the feminist 
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research ethic (Ackerly and True, 2010) which undergirds this project, and which is discussed 

later in the chapter. 

 

In recognition of feminist objectives as plural and contested it is more accurate to speak in 

terms of feminisms over feminism (Bryson, 1992; Phillips, 1998). As opposed to meta-

theoretical standing, feminism is more appropriately captured as a developing dialogue around 

a common but evolving agenda (Randall, 2010, p144). Notwithstanding this diversity, 

definitions are widely considered to share a common concern with women’s unequal position 

in society and question the gender power dynamics between men and women, which have 

traditionally been defended as natural. (Randall, 2010; Lovenduski, 1998; Mackay and Kenny, 

2017). By logical extension of this plurality, feminist research cannot be reduced to a particular 

normative orientation or encompassed within a singular political or ideological agenda, nor 

does it occupy a discrete methodological or epistemological space (Childs and Krook, 2006, 

p45; Ackerly and True, 2010; Randall, 2010). Yet on closer observation, it may still be possible 

to discern a feminist approach to methodology as distinct from a feminist methodology per se. 

 

3.12 A feminist approach to methodology? 

 

Arguments in defence of methodological perspective are usually grounded in claims of 

ontology and epistemology. Much feminist thought has been influenced by post-structuralism 

in that it is anti-foundationalist and has largely operated within a hermeneutic/interpretive 

epistemic tradition (Marsh, Ercan and Furlong, 2017). 

Feminist research has traditionally problematised positivism on the basis of its inherently 

androcentric nature and reproduction of male hegemony in the construction of knowledge. 

Dubois (1983, p107) argues that the universal knowledge of positivism is, in fact, male 

knowledge: 

‘the ‘person’ has been considered to be male, and the female, the woman, has been 
defined in terms, not of what she is, but of what she is not...The androcentric perspective in 
social science has rendered women not only unknown, but virtually unknowable.’  
 

If positivism’s under interrogation of the background assumptions which constitute objective 

research have the consequence of rendering women invisible and unknowable, then radical 

constructivist positions located at the other end of the ontological spectrum are equally 

problematic in silencing women’s and minorities claims to knowledge production, leaving the 

extant hegemonies of positivism unchallenged. If positivism reflects the epistemology of the 
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fathers, then Sprague and Kobrynowicz (2006) venture that radical constructivist positions 

reflect an ‘epistemology of the sons.’ 

 

The understanding of gender in this thesis as a relational concept, as socially constructed and 

reproduced, and as a primary way of signifying power (Scott, 1986 p1067), points toward the 

need for an ontological approach which is grounded between the poles of scientific realism and 

radical constructionism. It requires an attention to subjectivity which facilitates the recovery of 

the meaning actors attach to their behaviour. It further merits an approach to constructivism 

qualified by the recognition that while patriarchy, understood here as ‘a system of social 

structure and practices’ (Walby, 1990, p20) may be a social construct, its consequences are 

very tangible for the women and men whose lives are diminished on account of them. 

 

As a consequence, feminist research is usually, but not exclusively, associated with 

hermeneutic/interpretive positions which have as their aim the recovery of meaning through 

theoretically informed interpretation. The distinctiveness of interpretive research is located in 

its pursuit of knowledge about how human beings, including the researcher, make individual 

and collective sense of their particular world (Schwartz-Shea and Yannow, 2012).   

 

Oakley (1998) argues that methodology itself is a gendered phenomenon, with quantitative 

methods traditionally being associated with positivism, objectivity and masculinity. By 

contrast, qualitative methods have generally been associated with interpretivism, subjectivity 

and femininity. It has been argued that qualitative methods are more appropriate for feminist 

research in their ability to facilitate subjective knowledge (Duelli-Klein, 1983); in their creation 

of a more equal relationship between the researcher and the researched (Oakley, 1974; Stanley 

and Wise, 1990); and to better capture meanings and interactions, providing in-depth accounts 

of women’s experiences and perceptions of gender difference (Mackay, 2004, p110). 

 

Some feminist researchers have expanded the general rejection of positivist epistemology, to 

question the utility of quantitative methodology for feminist research (Reinharz, 1979; Pugh, 

1990; Westmarland, 2001). Others still have eschewed quantitative methods entirely as 

incompatible with the aims of feminist research (Graham and Rawlings, 1980). The conflation 

of ontology and epistemology with methods and methodology (See for example Creswell, 

1994; Corbetta, 2003) is deeply problematic and has been rejected by a body of feminist 

scholars who reject a dichotomisation of quantitative and qualitative research, arguing instead 
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that different methods may simply serve different purposes of enquiry (Childs and Krook, 

2006; Ackerly and True, 2010; Weldon, 2018).  

While Lorde's (1984) caution that the master’s tools cannot be used to dismantle the master’s 

house may sound a prescient warning to those endeavours which aspire to reconcile feminist 

objectives within a purely positivist research design, it may also fail to account for 

methodological and epistemological pluralism which is not ontologically challenging and 

which selects methods on the basis of their utility for the task at hand. Allied to a recognition 

of methods as tools, is the realisation that the outcome turns on the intent of the researcher and 

how the tool is deployed, a hammer can both embed and remove a nail. 

 

A feminist approach to methodology then is not indicated by particular methods or guidelines 

for research, but rather reflects a commitment to using a ‘wide constellation of methods 

reflectively and critically, with the end aim being the production of data that serves feminist 

aims of social justice' (Ackerly and True 2010, p6). This thesis understands feminist 

methodology as a way of using and reflecting on methods as opposed to the contingency of 

particular methods or a particular research design.  The next section of the chapter explicates 

Feminist Institutionalism and feminist engagement with New Institutionalism as a problem led 

approach to research. Research methods are selected as responsive to the nature of the problem 

under scrutiny as opposed to being paradigmatically or disciplinarily pre-ordained. A problem 

led approach to methodology is particularly appropriate in the context of this research 

investigation which takes as its starting point the gendered nature of the implementation gap 

discussed in chapters one and two. 

 

 

3.13  The ontological and epistemic elements of a Feminist Institutionalist approach to 

gender and institutions. 

 

Feminist Institutionalism is borne of the institutional turn in feminist political science and 

shares common ground with mainstream scholars in the recognition that institutions, formal 

and informal, deeply shape political life (Kenny, 2009).  

 

As discussed in chapter two, at the core of feminist political science is an understanding of 

gender as a primary way of signifying relationships of power (Scott, 1986, p1067). Gender 

relations then represent power as operationalised and an organisations gender regime (Connell, 
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2002) may constitute an institutional power map. Much feminist political science reflects a 

broadly post-structuralist view of the state. The state is not understood as a single or coherent 

entity but as a differentiated set of institutions, agencies and discourses through which gender 

power relations are both constructed and reproduced.  

Destabilising institutions with a view to querying their facticity represents a well-established 

tradition in feminist political science. The novelty of a Feminist Institutionalist approach, 

however, rests in the fusion of conceptual tools from the New Institutionalisms with critical 

feminist understandings of gender and power.  

 

New Institutionalism offers a number of conceptual tools to feminist political science, not least 

in its ability to capture and explicate hidden gender dynamics through attentiveness to informal 

rules and contested processes of institutional continuity and change. The implication and 

interplay of formal and informal institutions provides both conceptual scaffolding and a route 

map toward the excavation of gender dynamics embedded within processes of institutional 

change. This intersection can provide a rationale for why the outcomes which emerge from 

processes of institutional change may not correspond with the objectives of formal institutional 

design. This ability to traverse the gap between institutional design and delivery positions 

Feminist Institutionalism as a distinctly appropriate framework within which to locate the 

gendered nature of the attrition which has occurred in respect of the implementation of the 

1998 Good Friday Agreement and the degree to which the informal rules which mediate 

bureaucratic culture and practice may be implicated in this process .  

 

Feminist engagement with New Institutionalism reflects an increasing recognition that 

approaches, and methods are needed which can contextualise gendered meanings and 

interactions, and which capture the relational dynamics between men and women as 

institutional actors. The application of a gender lens to complex institutional layering 

(discussed in the previous chapter) further offers the prospect of uncovering the gendered 

foundations of seemingly neutral institutional processes, practices and norms. (Squires and 

Krooks, 2006; Lovenduski, 1998; Mackay, 2004; Kenny, 2009) 

 

Feminist Institutionalism reflects feminist political science more generally, in being 

characterised by methodological pluralism and taking an eclectic and open-minded approach 

to methodological questions (Childs and Krook, 2006 p23). 
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Feminist political scientists are generally open to strategically combining interpretative 

methods with more traditional positivist methods and tools, (Kenny 2009, p83) and are also 

more open to borrowing from other disciplines (Kenny, 1996; Krook and Squires 2006; 

Mackay, 2004; Randall, 2002).  

 

Feminist Institutionalism is methodologically eclectic, and problem-driven, defined by multi-

method, problem-focused research designs. It is broadly constructivist and interpretivist. Its 

problem driven nature renders it epistemologically driven rather than ontologically bounded, 

which in turns facilitates a rich methodological pluralism.  

Hay (2007, p117) argues that ontology must precede epistemology, on the basis that the nature 

of the social and political world will set the boundaries of what we can know about it. The 

problem-driven, real-world approach of feminist political science in general and Feminist 

Institutionalism in particular, however, operate on the basis of epistemological priors in the 

implication of institutions as key sites in which gendered power dynamics are negotiated and 

reproduced. This inversion of a traditionally linear approach to ontology as a determinant of 

epistemology is encapsulated by Dixon and Jones, (1998, p250) who argue that ontology itself 

invariably rests upon the epistemological priors that enable claims about the structure of the 

real world. 

 

This thesis positions itself within the broad feminist approach to methodology outlined in this 

section. It adopts a problem-solving approach which is epistemologically rather than 

ontologically driven. At the outset it acknowledges the implication of institutions in the social 

construction of gender and as a key mechanism for instantiating and reproducing gendered 

power. Moreover, in the application of Feminist Institutional analysis to the traditional terrain 

of public administration and in particular to theories of Representative Bureaucracy, it 

constitutes a new departure from the large N studies which characterise the field. By contrast, 

and in keeping with the problem led approach indicated here, research design and methods are 

considered and discussed in accordance with their capacity to attend to issues of context and 

temporality and with a view to the exposition and explication of the informal rules and 

processes which infuse bureaucratic discretion.  
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3.14  Gender in the mainstream or on the margins? 

 

The notion of methodological and disciplinary eclecticism as a strength in feminist research in 

particular and as a defining characteristic of feminist institutionalism (Ackerly and True 2010; 

Krook and Squires, 2006, p44) is contested by some feminist scholars. Bacchi and Rönnblom 

(2014) argue against methodological eclecticism generally and reject the utility of feminist 

engagement with New Institutionalism specifically.   

They argue that ‘paradigms matter politically because they create specific political and social 

realities’ (Bacchi and Rönnblom, 2014 p170). It is an argument that equates feminist 

engagement with mainstream institutional scholarship to tacit legitimisation of it. Bacchi and 

Rönnblom’s critique is reminiscent of radical feminism’s warning of the dangers of co-optation 

of the feminist project by engagement with the mainstream (see for example MacKinnon, 1989; 

Fergusson, 1984). At its core, Bacchi and Rönnblom’s critique distils to whether feminist 

objectives are better served in the mainstream or on the margins of the discipline.  

 

This conclusion is problematic in two specific ways. In the first instance, if we subscribe to an 

analysis of feminist research as not only explanatory, but as praxis with emancipatory intent, 

then we must acknowledge that impact is more likely to occur through critical interaction with 

mainstream research rather than in isolation from it. Indeed, implicit in the argument of 

legitimisation of the mainstream is the a priori assumption that the mainstream will invariably 

neutralise feminist projects. In this way, it is an analysis which fails to consider the capacity of 

feminist scholarship to retain its integrity while impacting on the mainstream. Indeed, the 

capacity of feminist political science to do exactly that is evident in how Feminist 

Institutionalism has introduced the analysis of power as a central element of institutional 

dynamics to mainstream institutionalism (Kenny, 2009). Power relations are largely absent in 

mainstream New Institutionalist literature, which speaks of actors and interests (Thelen, 2004). 

Adding an analysis of power to the existing conceptual framework of New Institutionalism (in 

particular to this research, the operation of informal rules and the dynamics of institutional 

change) has benefits beyond gender. Here, gender serves as an important heuristic for complex 

and intersecting power asymmetries, which stratify access to power. Secondly, and most 

problematic in the context of this research investigation, Bacchi and Rönnblom’s favoured 

approach of theoretical and methodological delimitation, restricts the capacity for 

interdisciplinary work. As such, it is an approach which is irresponsive to the messy complexity 

of real-world problems and removed from a contemporary research agenda which is 
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increasingly problem rather than paradigmatically driven. Feminist Institutionalism, by 

contrast, rejects ontological politics in favour of the methodological eclecticism necessary to 

be responsive to the complexity of pernicious structural inequalities.  

 

Whereas this section of the chapter has outlined the methodological underpinning for the 

research, the next section will discuss how this research investigation follows in this tradition, 

being problem led, inter-disciplinary and theoretically and methodologically plural. It outlines 

how this methodological perspective is operationalised by virtue of the research design and 

case selection together with the specific methods selected for data collection and analysis.  

 

3.2  Research Design and Methods 

 

In its attentiveness to causality, this thesis departs from traditionally interpretive terrain which 

has favoured constitutive explanations over causal arguments (Norman, 2015, p5). 

In so doing, however, it directly responds to the search for common causal mechanisms (of 

power, of continuity, of change) identified as an important next stage of the Feminist 

Institutionalism project (Mackay, 2015, p194). In particular, it aims toward a ‘laddering down’ 

(George and Bennett, 2005) from high level theory which indicates that the socially 

transformative elements of framework peace agreements and gender reforms in particular, are 

disproportionately prone to regression and attrition in the post-conflict dispensation (Chinkin, 

2003; Bell, 2004; Ni Aolain, Haynes and Cahn, 2012; Rouse, 2016). It moves toward the 

identification and explication of the causal mechanisms implicated in this process and which 

reproduce existing power asymmetries and patterns of gendered inequality, through dynamics 

which privilege continuity, stability and restitution over redistributive public policy.  

The central aim of this thesis is to explore the gendered dynamics of post-conflict institutional 

change in the specific context of Northern Ireland. Through this process of ‘laddering down’ it 

aims to identify and explicate the informal rules which regulate bureaucratic discretion, and 

how they respond to and interact with new formal post-conflict institutions which have socially 

transformative or redistributive intent. On this basis, it may also be possible to ‘ladder up’ in 

the context of the identification of broader dynamics which may have explanatory purchase 

beyond the single case. This is discussed later in the chapter in the context of the 

generalisability of research findings.   
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3.21  Research Design 

 

This research investigation examines the values and culture of elite bureaucracy in Northern 

Ireland, having made the case in chapters one and two for the Northern Ireland Senior Civil 

Service as critical actors or gatekeepers to gender equality in Northern Ireland’s power-sharing 

administration. Work on gender and organisations is generally associated with qualitative and 

historical studies, which rely heavily upon intensive case studies of well-selected organisations 

to uncover systematic patterns of social behaviour (Acker, 1990; Savage and Witz, 1992). 

Using a flexible, multi-method research design that is both qualitative and historical – this 

thesis triangulates elite interviews with documentary analysis over the course of a four-stage 

institutional analysis. In operationalising the case study, information from multiple sources is 

utilised with a view to corroborating the same phenomena (Yin, 2003 p99), with data 

converging in a triangulating fashion. (Yin, 2003 p14).  

As a necessary first step in the process of institutional analysis it maps the nexus of formal and 

informal institutions in order to determine ‘rules in use’ (Ostrom, 2005; Lowndes and Roberts 

2013) and considers the implications for the substantive representation of women which arise 

from bureaucratic decision-making processes.  The first stage of the institutional analysis is 

historical in nature, attending to the institutional legacies embedded in institutional fabric of 

the NICS and which provide antecedents for contemporary culture and practice. The second 

stage deconstructs contemporary culture and practice to explicate the NICS gender regime. The 

third stage of the institutional analysis attends to core bureaucratic values and in particular how 

identity and values are understood and instantiated by senior bureaucrats in the decision-

making process. The fourth and final strand of institutional analysis examines the specific 

contextual dynamics and drivers associated with the transition to power-sharing government 

in Northern Ireland and examines the gendered implications of bureaucrat role conception and 

the realignment of values and identity.   

 

3.22 Case study – method and selection 

 

The problem-driven, small n approach of in-depth case studies constitute common ground for 

feminist political science and New Institutionalism and thus have formed the mainstay of the 

empirical research conducted under the auspices of a feminist institutionalist approach (see for 

example (Chappell, 2002; Mackay, 2004; Chappell, 2006b; Kenny, 2009; Chappell, 2016). 

This research follows in that tradition, focusing on a single case (Northern Ireland) and offers 
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three arguments in support of a single case study research design as appropriate to the research 

questions outlined in chapter one. 

 

Firstly, In its attentiveness to issues of context and temporality, the in-depth case study is a 

method which is responsive to gender as both a dependent and independent variable (Beckwith, 

2005) and as a relational construct which plays out in different ways in different institutional 

contexts (Lovensduski, 1998; Kenny 2009; Childs and Krook, 2006).   

 

Secondly, the case study method is considered distinctly appropriate for the analysis of 

decision-making on account of its ability to ‘illuminate a decision or sets of decisions: why 

they were taken, how they were implemented, and with what result’ (Schramm, 1971 cited in 

Yin, 2003, p12). This thesis, however, is less concerned with the results of decisions made. 

Rather, reprising Schattsnieder’s (1961) thesis on the operation of power discussed in the 

previous chapter, it is the deliberative process and the reasoning engaged in the process of both 

decision making and perhaps more importantly non-decisions, arising from the agenda setting 

and de-prioritisation that is significant. Here too, Gerring (2006, p248) notes that the case study 

is uniquely positioned to offer insight into the intentions, the reasoning capabilities and the 

information processing procedures of the actors involved in a given setting. The actors in this 

research investigation being understood as senior civil servants and the given setting being the 

administration of Northern Ireland’s power-sharing government. 

 

Thirdly, case study research is particularly attuned to finding the conditions under which 

specified outcomes occur and the mechanisms through which they occur (George and Bennet, 

2005). Its concern with process over outcome renders it particularly suitable for problem-

focused research, where it is considered more important to clarify the deeper causes behind a 

given problem and its consequences than to describe the symptoms of the problem and how 

frequently they occur (Flyvbjerg, 2006 p229). Given that this research is problem- focused in 

nature and starts from the position of a gendered implementation gap in Northern Ireland, then 

the single case study design provides an optimal route to explicate the potential causal paths 

and mechanisms, which may be at work. 

 

Single case studies are considered best served by crucial, most likely or least likely cases 

(George and Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2006). The NI SCS was considered as a case ‘most likely’ 

to yield evidence of gendered informal institutions in two distinct ways. Firstly on the basis 
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that evidence of persistent under-representation of women at senior positions (Northern Ireland 

Statistics and Research Agency, 2017) taken together with evidence of vertical and horizontal 

segregation in the service (Ballantine et al, 2016) strongly supports the existence of a gender 

regime functioning in opposition to formal provisions for gender equality.  Secondly, in the 

century of its existence, the NICS has transitioned from devolution to direct rule and onward 

to consociational power-sharing. As chapter four of this thesis reveals, the constitutional 

distinction of the NICS from the UK home civil service has enabled the flexibility to give rise 

to institutions (formal and informal) which respond to NI’s distinct political arrangements, but 

which nevertheless remain ‘nested’ within wider UK and European governance arrangements 

thus yielding a web of complex and intersecting institutional legacies. 

 

In addition to the macro case, a micro case study is used in chapter six of the thesis to illustrate 

the capacity of bureaucratic values to bleed into policy making with distinctly gendered 

consequences. The NI Executive’s Draft Stopping Domestic Violence and Sexual Abuse 

Strategy 2013 – 2020 was identified as a policy most likely to yield evidence of the capacity 

of equality and impartiality, as operationalised, to function as inhibitors to the development of 

gender responsive policy on two grounds. Firstly, the efficacy of policies which attend to 

women's security, human rights and political participation are considered an appropriate litmus 

test for gender outcomes in the post-agreement period (Chinkin, 2003).  Scholarship identifies 

intimate partner violence as a significant risk to women's physical security in societies 

emerging from conflict (McWillaims and Ni Aolain, 2015). How a polity responds to this 

challenge presents an effective proxy for its capacity to be responsive to women's differentiated 

needs in post-conflict societies. Secondly, scholarship implicates a ‘gender neutral’ approach 

in policy which seeks to deal with intimate partner violence as deeply problematic arguing that 

to ignore the gendered attributes of violence against women is in itself ‘tantamount to overt 

discrimination’ (Halperin-Kaddari and Freeman, 2016, p200). The implications of a gender-

neutral approach to a problem with deeply gendered antecedents is affirmed by the CEDAW 

committee who noted that a reduction in funding for women’s organisations and expert centres 

on gender equality and women’s human rights in the UK and attributed those cuts to the policy 

of backing away from gender specificity and a preference for gender neutrality (CEDAW 

Concluding Observations, 2008). 

 

Both the macro and micro case, therefore, have been selected on the basis of the dependent 

variable and could therefore be critiqued on basis of selection bias. Methodological critiques 
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of single case studies and selection on the basis of a dependant variable represent key points of 

departure between a logic of inference which determines empirical quality in positivist research 

and those standards appropriate for qualitative research. This divergence is acutely reflected in 

assertions of selection bias and the wider inferential validity of single observation case studies 

(Achen and Snidal, 1989; Geddes, 1990; King, Keohane and Verba, 1994). 

While case selection on the basis of the dependent variable may cause systematic error in 

statistical studies (George and Bennett, 2005), case study researchers may deliberately choose 

cases that share a particular outcome with a view to identifying the potential causal paths and 

variables leading to the dependent variable. Indeed, selecting on the basis of the dependent 

variable is a distinct characteristic of Historical Institutionalism and problem-driven research. 

Steinmo, (2008, p128) argues that if King, Keohane and Verba’s (1994) logic of inquiry were 

strictly applied then many of the seminal texts in political science, which select on the basis of 

a dependant variable (Bendix, 1964; Skocpol, 1979), would simply not exist.  

 

A further point of departure arises in King, Keohane and Verba's (1994) conflation of single 

case studies with single observation in experimental designs. Many case study researchers 

would contend that in real terms no case study is a single case study. The meaning and 

interpretation of a case are always contingent upon its comparison with other cases as frames 

of reference (Gerring, 2016 p36). In effect, cross-case analysis is never entirely absent as other 

cases enter the analysis, both through implicit comparison and in the explicit review of existing 

scholarship. In contradistinction to the view of single case studies as singular observation, 

Rueschemeyer, 2003 p318) contends that historical analysis which is analytically centred will, 

in fact, involve multiple points of contact between the data and explanatory propositions within 

a single case.  This is evidenced in this research design which features multiple observations 

within a single case, and which bears out Gerring’s assessment that case studies actually 

synthesise three distinct types of evidence; cross-case, longitudinal and within case analysis, 

thereby exercising an important internal triangulating function (Gerring, 2016, p141). In this 

thesis cross case analysis is given effect by the use of scholarship which is drawn upon in 

chapter two to support the bespoke conceptual framework which underpins the research. 

Longitudinal comparison is given effect by the historical nature of the institutional analysis 

and within case evidence is instantiated through the use of multiple methods and the use of the 

micro case study in chapter six. 
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The logic of inference which adjudicates the quality and validity of positivist/statistical 

methods may not be appropriate indicators for in-depth single case studies which aim to capture 

context and temporality rather than outcome. Those standards which are considered more 

appropriate to quality and rigour of single case studies and qualitative work more generally are 

discussed in section three of this chapter. 

 

3.23 Bureaucratic discretion, causality and generalisability. 

 

Chapters two and four of this thesis suggest that bureaucratic discretion is shaped by the 

complex interaction of past decisions, institutional legacies, formal and informal rules together 

with the intersection of different reform processes over time. Feminist Institutionalism 

acknowledges that soft concepts of causality which examine the configuration of constellations 

of elements over time are best equipped to deal with the empirical complexities of gendered 

institutions and political processes across time and space; complexities which are not 

conducive to standard variable analysis (Krook and Mackay, 2011, p194; Kenny, 2009). 

 

Faletti and Lynch (2009 p1145) define causal mechanisms as ‘relatively abstract concepts or 

patterns of action that can travel from one specific instance or ‘episode’ of causation to another 

and that explain how a hypothesized cause creates a particular outcome in a given context’. 

The goal then, is not to generate broadly generalisable theories, but instead to identify 

mechanisms that have explanatory purchase across different settings (Pierson, 2004). 

 

As Goetz (1994, p28) observes context plays a radically different role than that played by cause 

and effect: ‘context does not cause x or y but affects how they interact’. 

Variable based analysis is under-responsive to context and the interaction between distinct 

causal sequences that may become joined at particular points in time (Aminzade, 1992; Orren 

and Skowronek, 1994). Attentiveness to the role of causal conjunctions in processes of 

institutional continuity and change is reflected in Historical Institutionalisms key concepts of 

path dependence, institutional layering and nestedness discussed in the previous chapter.  

 

In Historical Institutionalism, causal paths are not understood as hermetically sealed and 

distinct processes, rather: 

"Attempts to explain particular outcomes or patterns of development typically involve 
the study of multiple rather than single trajectories, most historical sociologists reject the notion 
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of a single master process, acknowledging multiple processes that overlap and intersect one 
another...[T]he focus is not on the presence or absence of certain variables or on the trajectory 
of a single process. It is on the temporal intersection of distinctive trajectories of different, but 
connected long-term processes" (Aminzade, 1992, p466-467). 
 

The thesis adheres to a probabilistic understanding of causality (Bennett and Checkel, 2014 

p10-11; Trampusch and Palier, 2016 p442), understanding a mechanism, in this instance 

bureaucratic discretion, as a causal pathway (Gerring, 2008 p178) rather than a free-standing 

variable in the causal process. Rather than weaken causal claims, Falletti and Lynch (2009, 

p1144) argue that probabilistic claims of causality may actually enable stronger causal 

inferences by affording due weighting to context thereby avoiding flawed causal inferences. 

 

3.24 Generalisability 

 

Attentiveness to context and temporality, requires in-depth knowledge of cases and is more 

likely to be reconciled within small n designs. If, as Hall  (2003) says, this is the price we pay 

to understand causality, then Falleti (2016) argues that the classic trade-off of generalisability 

for specificity is worth it. 

The utility of identifying causal mechanisms is not located in wider generalisation or 

predictability but rather rests in the ability to introduce precision to theories at a higher level 

of abstraction and in so doing, build a more refined and useful toolbox. 

The generalisation of mechanisms may be possible across cases, however context remains 

paramount, as a result of contextually determined causal paths and conjunctions, Faletti and 

Lynch (2009, p1161) caution that the same mechanism is capable of producing different 

outcomes in different contexts. Nevertheless, the implications of bureaucratic discretion as an 

aperture and the capacity of transitioning bureaucratic values to function with gendered effect, 

does allow for some ‘laddering up’ and may be transferable to other contexts which present 

with similar pathways. 

 

3.25 Negotiating access 

 

With a view to understanding how SCS’s socially and intersubjectively construct and 

understand the worlds in which they are embedded and the ‘logics’ they employ to navigate 

them (Fujii, 2018), an initial proposal was made to the NICS which involved shadowing senior 

civil servants in the course of daily activity. The initial request was declined in April 2018, 



 

63 
 

 

some eight months later. The initial application for research access was rejected 

notwithstanding similar observational research conducted in both the Scottish parliament and 

at Westminster (See for instance Rhodes, 2005; Barrett Whitman, 2010).  

The initial rejection and delay are generally indicative of the particular methodological issues 

which researchers may need to negotiate in elite political contexts (Fritz and Halpin, 1994 p48; 

Busby, 2011) but are reflective of the specific difficulties which may be encountered in 

conducting research in post-conflict institutions and in the context of political instability. The 

difficulties and delays which arise with regard to access may have the effect of creating grey 

zones, shielding from research important sites in which the substantive representation of 

women may be negotiated and determined. 

 

3.26 Elite Interviews 

 

Overall 22 semi-structured interviews were conducted between May and November 2018. 

SCSs (grade 5s and above) were identified as the group within NICS most likely to have the 

capacity for political decision-making and influence (see chapter one). Lower and 

administrative grades were excluded so as to isolate the specific dynamics and drivers which 

exist within the NI SCS as distinct from the NICS as a whole. Theory-driven purposive 

sampling and snowballing were employed in recognition of their utility for populations from 

which interviews can be hard to elicit (Bleich and Pekkanen, 2015 p9).  

 

A request for participants was emailed by NICS HR centrally to all SCSs, expressions of 

interest were forwarded to the researcher by the NICS liaison for follow up. In addition to 

current SCS, 4 former senior civil servants were approached by the researcher, as a result of 

snowballing. All consented to interview. All interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed 

and fully anonymised. On one occasion data was corrupted, notes were made immediately 

afterwards to record the salient aspects of the interview from memory. Interview length ranged 

from 1hr to 1 hr 45 min, with interviews more likely to be at the longer end of the scale. 
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Table 3.26  Interview Participant sample 

Interview sample n22 

Male 7 

Female 15 

Grade 5 10 

Deputy Secretary Grade 3 7 

Permanent Secretary Grade 2 5 

Currently serving 18 

Retired 4 

 

Elite interviews were triangulated with transcripts of evidence provided to the Renewable Heat 

Incentive public inquiry (Discussed later in the chapter) as an alternative to direct observation. 

While the interview sample comprised 15 women to 7 men, the 17 transcripts to the inquiry 

from SCS’s which were relevant to SCS institutional culture and practice and hence coded and 

analysed alongside interviews, related to the evidence of 8 male SCS’s.  The triangulation of 

interviews with inquiry transcripts provides a robust defence against skewed perspective which 

may have otherwise emerged as a result of the higher number of women who self-selected as 

participants for the research. Dialogic methods are essential in constructing an institutional 

analysis for as Lowndes (2005 p306) acknowledges: 

 ‘to unearth the ‘real’ rules that shape political behaviour (informal as well as formal, 
invisible as well as visible) we need to talk to actors themselves. We need to ask them how are 
things done around here? And why do you do X and not Y?’ 

 

Interviews were conducted using a relational approach (Fujii, 2017) and while an interview 

guide was used to focus discussion (see Appendix B) interviews were much more 

conversational, departing from a defined question and answer format. Emphasis was placed on 

eliciting a narrative from participants of their experiences in the SCS, their perceptions of 

culture and recovering the meaning which was attributed to key bureaucratic values.  

 

Relational interviewing is similar to an ethnographic approach in that both focus on learning 

about interviewee’s world from the inside through their own experiences, knowledge and 

beliefs. The two methods diverge however in their assumption that the interviewer will 

immerse herself in the field and that her contact with interviewees will be ongoing over a 

sustained period of time. With a relational approach, there is no expectation for immersion. 

While relational interviewing also resembles an in-depth, semi-structured interview, a key 
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distinction rests in the methodological commitment of the researcher; not in the form or 

structure of the interview itself: “it is when the researcher starts with interpretative rather than 

positivist methodological assumptions that relational interviewing begins to diverge (Fujii, 

2017, p8). A relational approach to interviewing is not about the extraction of information but 

learning how participants make sense of the world. A further distinction rests on the social 

dynamics of the interview itself. Whereas positivist researchers aspire towards detachment with 

relational interviewing the dynamics between the interviewee and the researcher are an 

essential component of the interview. In this way, it is an approach that recognises the co-

production of knowledge during the research encounter and as such is congruent with the 

application of a feminist research ethic and reflective practice (Hasse-Biber Leavy, 2012, p132; 

Ackerly and True, 2010).  

 

Relational interviewing may have specific utility in elite contexts where actors are practised in 

the managed disclosure of information. Busby (2011, p11) notes that even afterwards 

researchers can be left with the feeling that they have actually learned very little from the 

interview. A relational approach to the research encounter, however, involves active listening 

and attentiveness to half-truths and silences which are considered to constitute ‘meta-data' - an 

important form of information in its own right in the acknowledgement that words can hide, 

just as silences can reveal (Fujii, 2010).  An example of how meta-data can be an important 

source of information is explicated later in this chapter in the context of reflexivity. 

 

3.27 Documentary Analysis 

 

A range of documentation was used in the course of this research to triangulate interview 

analysis. A series of information requests were made to NICS Human Resources in respect of 

data relating to Alternative Working Patterns (AWPs), promotion board figures and the 

location and grade of senior civil servants and their distribution across NI. In addition, a request 

was made for all policy formation and equality screening material relevant to the development 

of the Draft Tacking Domestic Violence and Sexual Abuse Strategy 2013 - 2020. The most 

substantive source of documentary evidence however was obtained from transcripts of 

evidence provided by senior civil servants to the Renewable Heat Incentive public inquiry.   

The Renewable Heat Incentive was a flawed green energy scheme which precipitated the 

collapse of power-sharing government in NI in 2016. A subsequent independent public inquiry 

into the Renewable Heat incentive (RHI) identified complex failings in governance. During 
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114 days of public hearings, testimony from senior civil servants, ministers and SPAD’s 

exposed a litany of problems and dysfunction at the heart of government. For the purpose of 

this research investigation, the RHI inquiry provided an unprecedented insight into 

bureaucratic culture and practice and made accessible evidence about decision making 

processes which are usually shrouded in secrecy and which cast light on the dynamics within 

the power-sharing core executive. 

Elite interviews present the opportunity to ‘study up ‘– that is to study culture at the upper end 

of social power structures (Nadar, 1974). The triangulation of interview analysis with 

documentary evidence acquired through transcripts of evidence and grey literature adds the 

capacity to ‘study through’; by following policy through ‘the webs and relations between 

actors, institutions and discourses across time and space’ (Shore and Wright, 1997 p140). 

 

Documentary analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing and evaluating documentary 

evidence which requires that data be examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain 

understanding and develop empirical knowledge  (Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Ropley, 2007 

cited in Bowen, 2009). Documentary analysis is an important research tool in its own right but 

is more frequently used in conjunction with other qualitative research methods as a means of 

triangulation. The qualitative researcher is expected to draw upon multiple (at least two) 

sources of evidence; that is, to seek convergence and corroboration through the use of different 

data sources and methods (Yin, 1994). By triangulating data, the researcher attempts to provide 

a confluence of evidence that breeds credibility (Eisner, 1991 p110). As a research method, 

documentary analysis is considered  particularly applicable to in-depth case studies producing 

rich descriptions of the same phenomena, event, organisation or programme (Stakes, 1995) and 

thus distinctly appropriate in the context of a single case study in providing multiple points 

between the data and explanatory propositions, as discussed earlier in this chapter.   

 

With particular reference to the use of public inquiry evidence, Gibbs and Hall (2007, p71) 

note that ‘the increased availability of evidence presented to public inquiries and made 

available on websites offers new forms of data on professional practice (Gibbs and Hall, 2007, 

p69) In this way, public inquiry data can be used to develop an understanding of the social 

worlds of the witnesses:  

‘It is possible to read through public inquiry testimony to gain insights into professional 
life as witnesses face questioning about their integrity and practices under conditions of 
extreme scrutiny.’ 

(Gibbs and Hall, 2007, p71) 
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The professional is involved in what Lynch and Bogen (1996, p122) describe as ‘confessional 

disclosure’ obtained through the ‘rationality of interrogation’. In the context of the RHI Public 

Inquiry, senior civil servants revealed details of the inner workings of the core executive and 

de facto rather than de jure decision making practices. The transcripts provided information 

which civil servants would otherwise be prevented from discussing by virtue of the NICS 

Standards of Conduct set out in the NICS Staff Handbook. Notwithstanding research access 

being facilitated, the information which could be imparted during the research encounter was 

undoubtedly circumscribed by the standards of conduct, which at section 15.1 stipulates ‘you 

owe duties of confidentiality and loyalty, those duties are for all practical purposes, owed to 

the government of the day’ and at section 15.4 further indicates  that ‘All civil servants owe a 

duty of confidentiality to their employer’ (Department of Finance and Personnel, 2005).  One 

disadvantage of the transcripts of evidence was located in the absence of metadata. Transcripts 

do not allow for changes in intonation, pauses and hesitations which are important sources of 

information in their own right. 

 

3.28 Data analysis 

 

Interviews and transcripts of evidence were coded and analysed thematically using NVivo 

software. Thematic analysis was selected as an appropriate method for identifying, analysing 

and reporting patterns within data which would facilitate the capture of rich detail. Thematic 

analysis conducted within a constructivist framework seeks to theorise the socio-cultural 

contexts and structural conditions that enable the individual accounts that are provided (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p14). 

Braun and Clarke's (2006) model was selected as optimal for interview analysis and transcripts 

of evidence on the basis of its flexible and recursive approach which in addition to ensuring 

maximum contact with the data is independent of any individual research paradigm. As a 

consequence, it is particularly suited to research which is epistemologically and theoretically 

plural and to inter-disciplinary work. 

Theoretical thematic analysis is an approach which overtly acknowledges the active 

interpretive role of the researcher. Themes do not passively ‘emerge’ from the data, but from 

the active identification of patterns and themes which correspond with the researchers 

theoretical or analytical interest (Taylor and Ussher, 2001). The overt acknowledgement of an 
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active, interpretive role for the researcher presents a further juncture for reflective practice and 

a further application of a feminist research ethic (Ackerly and True, 2010).  

 

3.29  Quality in Qualitative Research 

 

Relative consensus exists in the positivist community that criteria of generalisability, 

reliability, validity and objectivity constitute the hallmarks of quality research (Winter, 2000). 

Under-interrogated transfer of these standards to adjudicate quality in qualitative case study 

research is however deeply problematic.  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, this research trades generalisability for attentiveness to 

issues of context and temporality necessary to capture the complex and intersecting process of 

gendered institutional change and innovation. As such, the case study makes no claims to 

generalisation beyond the scope conditions of the case in question. Flyvberg (2006) contends 

that the aspiration of generalisability is of itself a positivist value judgement which assumes 

that general theoretical, context-independent knowledge is of greater utility than concrete 

practical, situated knowledge: 

‘predictive theories and universals cannot be found in the study of human affairs, 
concrete, context-dependent knowledge is, therefore, more valuable than the vain search for 
predictive theories and universals.’ (Flyvberg, 2006, p224) 

 

The value of this case study is not located in its potential generalisability but in ‘scoping down' 

from high-level theory to identify the specific causal mechanisms and processes which are 

implicated by theory, as operationalised. Understanding how causal mechanisms function is a 

necessary first step in re-orientating or firewalling processes of institutional change in ways 

which mitigate against the reproduction of gendered patterns of attrition. 

 

Reliability and validity similarly reflect positivist logics of a single, objective reality. 

Embedded in articulations of reliability is the notion of replicability. Joppe (2000, p1) in 

(Golfshani, 2003) writes ‘if the results of a study can be reproduced under a similar 

methodology then the research instrument is considered to be reliable'. Reliability is considered 

contingent on replicability whereas validity is determined by the accuracy of measurement. 

These definitions fail to take account of the fact that in interpretive/qualitative research, the 

researcher herself is the instrument (Patton, 2007 p14) and the task, the interpretation of 

multiple and situated realities. 
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The challenge for qualitative researchers has been to find unifying criteria which reflect 

common values across the broad panoply of qualitative methodologies and paradigms. Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) reconceptualise reliability and validity as credibility, dependability and 

trustworthiness as alternative standards of quality in qualitative research. The exploration of 

subjectivity through processes of reflexivity and positionality, which characterise most 

interpretive work is further instrumental to transparency, trustworthiness and rigour in 

qualitative research (Davies and Dodd, 2002; Pachirat, 2015). 

 

This research employs triangulation as an internal validity procedure. The convergence of 

multiple and different sources of information work to increase the credibility and dependability 

of research findings. Triangulation occurs at three distinct levels within the research design; 

theoretically (inter-disciplinary research), multi-method (Elite Interviews and documentary 

analysis) and multi- data (interview and documentary analysis). The use of open coding and 

multiple points of triangulation within the research design offer a further defence against 

confirmation bias in being data led by open coding rather than on the basis of pre-ordained 

themes. An audit trail of the six-stage process of thematic analysis employed is included at 

appendix 2 in the interests of analytic transparency and the credibility of research findings. 

 

3.3 Reflexivity and positionality 

 

Reflexivity is the self-conscious, analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher (England, 1994). 

It is a recognition that ‘the world is mediated by the self and what can be known can only be 

known through the self’ (Nagy-Bibber and Piatelli, 2012, p560). The examination of one’s 

biography, personal characteristics and life experiences are key components of a reflexive 

process and central to the outworking of a feminist research ethic (Ackerly and True, 2010). 

Reflexivity is particularly significant in interpretative research, where credibility and 

dependability are inextricably vested in the researcher. As Rose, (1985, p77) acknowledges 

‘there is no neutrality, there is only greater or less awareness of one’s biases and if you do not 

appreciate the force of what you’re leaving out, you are not fully in command of what you’re 

doing.’  

 

Finlay (2002) offers five maps which may be employed by researchers to operationalise a 

reflexive process and which may assist the researcher in ‘negotiating the swamp’ of reflexivity. 

Of Finlay’s typologies two in particular, resonated with my own research experience; 
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reflexivity as mutual collaboration and reflexivity as social critique. These reflexive strategies 

were augmented with attentiveness to researcher positionality, resulting in three distinct strands 

of reflexivity in this research process.  

 

One route to reflexivity identified by Finlay (2002) is that of mutual collaboration, where 

researchers seek to enlist participants as co-researchers. In operationalising mutual 

collaboration consistent with the feminist research ethic inherent to the research project 

(Ackerly and True, 2010), I adopted the relational interviewing approach (Fujii, 2017) 

discussed earlier in the chapter. As an approach grounded in reciprocity over the harvesting of 

information, it involves participants in a reflexive dialogue.   

Smith (1994) cites an example of how using participants interpretations resulted in him 

confronting, modifying and honing his own interpretations. This analysis resonates with my 

own experience, where challenge from participants forced an introspective reflection of my 

own latent assumptions. In one instance, a robust push back from an interviewee forced me to 

confront the fact that my understanding of the concept of objective need was imbued by my 

own political opinion, reflecting a preference for area-based interventions based on multiple 

deprivation indices: 

 

‘Respondent: For how long does your objective remain objective? At what level is it 
objective? As soon as you’ve made the decision that it should be deprived areas then you’ve 
made the decision to group them ..that’s your definition of need, that’s a policy decision you’ve 
made. Is it objective? it’s based on objective evidence, but its evidence grouped to say in order 
to be effective, the best way to do this is to take whole areas. I know there’s this thing about 
multiple deprivation and interaction and so forth but as I say that ignores the pockets and you 
have immediately made a decision that departs from pure objectivity, I’m not sure there is any 
such thing as pure objectivity in any case.’ 

Interviewee 13 
 

A further route to reflexivity indicated by Finlay (2002) is that of reflexivity as social critique. 

In her examination of the individual, social, political and research implications of being a 

feminist researcher researching men Williot (1998) asserts  

‘there is a tension between being a researcher and being a feminist. As a feminist, I 

want to see a change in the patriarchal relations between men and women. I would like this 

change to extend my relationships with the research participants but found it difficult to 

challenge directly. As a researcher, I was careful to nurture relationships, to avoid stepping 

over invisible lines in which these relationships might be jeopardised and to enter 

sympathetically into the alien and possibly repugnant perspectives of rival thinkers.  
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(Williot, 1998, p183). 

  

During the course of my interviews with senior men, it was clear that some were of the view 

that gender issues were largely resolved or on course to resolution by virtue of women’s 

increasing number in the NICS. Drawing on Fujii’s (2017) concept of interview metadata 

discussed earlier in the chapter, that is, the unspoken but nevertheless noteworthy aspects of 

the interview, I felt that this engendered a degree of dismissiveness and a sense that the NICS 

no longer had a gender problem per se, as illustrated by interviewee 1: 

 

’I’ve worked more of my career for women than I have for men at each grade. I suppose 
now looking at my team, I have 5 principals and 2 senior principals working to me, only 2 of 
whom are men and certainly when the recent grade 5 competition […] certainly all of the 
people who went up from this division..all of whom I supported, were women. So sometimes 
I struggle to work out how…’ 

Interviewee 1 
 
 In failing to directly challenge the conflation of sex and gender, I felt that on occasions, I had 

acceded to rather than challenge the very power dynamics this research seeks to unsettle. In 

making the active decision not to challenge, I made the judgement that the greater good was in 

maintaining the relationship with participants which would enable me to obtain the information 

necessary to make an evidence-based case for systemic change. This decision was frequently 

validated, during the course of the interviews and further to discussion unpacking the issues, 

interviewees became less defensive. Indeed, in the specific interview quoted above, the 

interviewee moved to reject his earlier dismissiveness: 

 

  ‘There was an odd day when they kids were very young, odd afternoons where they 
appeared in my office at 3 o’clock and terrorised my staff and interestingly both my female 
colleagues who I’m very friendly with, both of them noted it was easier for men. If you did 
that you were seen as being a hero. If you were a woman who did it, you were seen as being a 
nuisance.  So there probably is an element of that, I suspect I was being a bit too blasé about 
all this.’  

Interviewee 1 
 

A further phase of reflexivity is the interrogation of the researcher’s positionality. Qualitative 

and feminist researchers have appropriated the anthropological concept of insider/outsider as 

conceptual scaffolding for the exploration of positionality and reflexivity.  

In some ways, my previous experience of working in a department as a Special Advisor to a 

Minister alongside senior civil servants positioned me as an insider. I was familiar with the 
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processes, procedures, buzzwords, events and personnel. This fluency undoubtedly enabled 

interviews to progress with more fluidity, however, I was also conscious that in spite of 

proximity to that culture, I remained outside of it. Sometimes sharing some insider 

characteristics with a respondent is not enough to ensure that the researcher can fully capture 

the lived experience of those she researches (Riessman, 1987). Here, familiarity with process, 

structure and the inner workings of a departmental private office was inadequate to understand 

a bureaucratic culture, I myself had never been subject to or hadn’t negotiated in the context of 

my own career. 

 

Concepts such as insider/outsider, self and other are not binary, rather, they are fluid processes 

subject to negotiation and re-negotiation throughout the research process (Acker, 2000; 

Parameswaran, 2001). This was certainly true of my own experience. At the outset, I 

considered myself much closer to the outsider end of the positionality continuum. I felt no 

attachment or obligation to the NICS over and above the desire to conduct my research 

ethically, honestly and in a non-extractive way. During the course of the interviews, however, 

my positionality undoubtedly shifted. I became sympathetic to and indeed protective of 

research participants. A parallel public inquiry and judicial review (The Renewable Heat 

Incentive Scheme Public Inquiry and in the matter of Buick ) both of which focused on the 

propriety of bureaucratic decisions, had served to cultivate a distinctly hostile and largely 

under-interrogated public discourse in respect of NI civil servants. This contrast starkly, with 

the discourse of my own interviews, in which the bulk of participants demonstrated a clear 

commitment to public service and were open to introspection and challenge. I was not prepared 

for the open, honest and at times robust engagement. Three interviews, in particular, were 

formative in this regard where participants pushed back in ways which forced me to re-evaluate 

and refine some of my initial assumptions. Indeed, Busby (2011) notes that distinct feature of 

research in elite political settings is that researchers may find participants who have done the 

same degree, read the same materials, which can develop and refine ideas. This is certainly 

reflective of my own experience. As a result of having developed positive relationships 

conducive to co-production, I felt that my positionality had shifted closer to that of an insider. 

Researchers are advised that a holistic approach to positionality requires the researcher to 

occupy the ‘space between’ (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) or attempt to ‘find a way to be both 

insider and outsider'(Acker, 2000). The identification of and attentiveness to these dynamics 

in the research process dispels false claims to neutrality and in so doing enables greater analytic 

transparency, trustworthiness and credibility in the research findings. 
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3.4 Ethical considerations 

 

The designation of participants as homogenous ‘elites’: individuals who hold or have held a 

privileged position in society (Richards, 1996 p199) may serve to obscure the power 

differentials within groups and those external factors which render elite power as relational, 

fragile, transitory and context-specific (Smith, 2006 p645; Neal and McLaughlin, 2009 p703; 

Harvey, 2010 p433). Whereas the researcher may ordinarily be perceived as less powerful than 

the elite bureaucrat, a more nuanced understanding of the power dynamics in the research 

encounter acknowledges the inherent vulnerability and risk for participants that may attach to 

disclosure of inherent biases or values which are identified as obstructive to the delivery of 

equality in public policy. 

 

A further ethical issue arises in respect of using testimony from the RHI Public inquiry. Being 

a matter of public record there is no need for anonymisation and confidentiality, however, 

whilst on the surface this may appear to ameliorate potential ethical issues, it could be argued 

that using such data at a later point and for another purpose other than that for which it was 

obtained, may cause additional distress to those involved. This is particularly true in the context 

of civil servants who would not otherwise have a public role. Consequently, it requires an 

approach to the presentation of testimony which balances utility against the potential for 

additional distress.   
 

It is also important to note that in sensitive areas, such as the allocation of public resources in 

a post-conflict society, that the researcher must take care to foster relations which are conducive 

to further research by the University, the researcher herself or other colleagues in academic 

scholarship. The ability to retain good relations which enable future academic work and an 

ethical duty not to harm informants which may include their job or organisation must be 

continuously weighed against an ethical academic commitment to paint as full and accurate a 

picture as possible and to produce valid, quality research (Busby, 2011, p16) 

 

Given that women are significantly under-represented at grade 3 and above in the SCS, there 

was a higher risk of exposure to female participants in the research project. This is acutely 

illustrated by the fact that in the 100-year history of the NICS, there have been 2 former female 

permanent secretaries. In order to ameliorate the ‘gendered’ nature of potential exposure, data 
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has been anonymised and de-gendered where appropriate to mitigate the increased risk of 

exposure to current and former female SCS’s.  

 

The researcher has had previous interaction with some of the research participants (three in 

number) in a previous professional capacity. With those participants, I sought to clarify my 

role as a researcher acting on behalf of the university, as entirely distinct from the context of 

any previous interaction. To this effect participant information sheets and consent forms clearly 

emphasised the academic nature of the research.  I am confident that interviewees made this 

distinction and this assessment is validated by interview transcripts which affirm participants 

recognition of the demarcation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has introduced the methodology and methods involved in this research. It has 

discussed the ontological and epistemological foundations of the research and justified both 

the research design (single case study), the analytical principles which underpin it and the 

combination of elite interviews and documentary analysis as appropriate tools to translate the 

theoretical framework into empirical research. The chapter has identified and justified the 

selection of credibility, dependability, trustworthiness and transparency as standards 

appropriate to determine quality in qualitative/interpretive research. The chapter further 

considered issues of reflexivity and positionality of the researcher in addition to the wider 

ethical implications of the research. The next chapter moves to the empirical section of the 

thesis and in examining the history and institutional legacies of the NI SCS provides contextual 

and temporal information for the case study of bureaucratic decision making in NI. 
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Chapter 4  

Gendering context and the institutional legacies of the NI Senior Civil Service 

 
 
Introduction  
 
This chapter introduces the Northern Ireland’s Senior Civil Service (SCS). By taking an 

approach which is attentive to issues of context and temporality, it aims to extrapolate the 

specific contextual and historical antecedents which have moulded and shaped contemporary 

SCS culture, values and practice. In this way, subsequent institutional analysis is positioned to 

identify institutional layering, nestedness and how specific aspects of that culture exist as a 

result of path dependant processes and institutional legacies and which may now operate in 

tension to new formal institutions for gender equality and the socially transformative values of 

the 1998 Good Friday Agreement.  

The first part of this chapter problematises gender within the NI SCS and implicates 

organisational culture as a key factor in the continued under representation of women in senior 

decision-making positions. It focuses on merit and equality using the NICS Code of Ethics and 

the NICS competency framework as entry points for analysis. The NICS approach to gender 

equality is further explicated within the context of a paradigm shift from equal opportunities 

policies to those of diversity management, and in the context of understanding of evidence-

based policy as gendered rationality. The second part of the chapter unpacks the history of the 

NICS and discusses the contextual footholds for organisational culture as rooted in historical 

antecedents impacted by a series of complex and overlapping transitions. The third and final 

section of the chapter draws on the previous sections to extrapolate NICS specificities which 

equip the subsequent institutional analysis with the capacity for contextual responsiveness. 

 

4.1 Gender and NI SCS 

 

The Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) is currently comprised of eight departments and a 

range of agencies which support the Northern Ireland Executive and its ministers by the 

development and implementation of government policy and legislation and through the 

delivery of key public services. The key priorities for the Northern Ireland Executive are 

outlined in its Programme for Government (PfG). 

As of the 1st of April 2017, the NICS staff complement stood at 23,440 (NISRA, 2017) of these 

245 staff were employed at the most senior level posts known collectively as the Senior Civil 
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Service (SCS). The elite status of the SCS is confirmed by the dichotomous approach taken to 

the management of the SCS as a corporate resource, as distinct from other NICS staff who are 

managed as departmental resources. This distinction is said to reflect their key role in 

supporting the Northern Ireland Executive and its Ministers by providing leadership, vision 

and the drive to act collaboratively (HR Connect, 2013). This descriptor locates the SCS firmly 

within the purview of the core executive identified by Annesley and Gains (2010) as the 

singular most significant forum for the substantive representation of women. 

While fair employment legislation and affirmative action policies are considered to have 

largely eliminated the religious differential at senior grades in the SCS, gender imbalance 

remains as the last glaring discrepancy within the service (Carmichael & Knox, 2004, p610). 

Nowhere is this discrepancy starker perhaps than among the most elite of all bureaucrats; NI’s 

permanent secretaries. In almost one hundred years of its existence the NICS has had a total of 

5 female permanent secretaries, with 2 of those having been appointed in 2019 (Johnstone, 

2017). While the homogeneity of NI’s elite bureaucrats may be the most visible indicator of a 

continuing ‘gender’ problem, it is symptomatic of a deeper, systemic issue.  

In 2002, an independent review of appointment and promotion procedures for the SCS in NI 

found that the number of women and Catholics were disproportionately higher in the lower 

grades while disproportionately lower in more senior grades (Ouseley Report, 2002 p19). The 

report’s findings are significant in three ways. In the first instance, it indicates vertical 

segregation within the NICS. Secondly, it cautions against the consideration of women as a 

homogenous category of analysis but by contrast indicates that intersecting forms of 

discrimination may be a distinct feature of women’s historic underrepresentation in the higher 

grades of the SCS. Finally, clustering of women in lower grades suggests that while women 

have been able to access the NICS through its recruitment policies, obstacles to career 

progression have been located from within the service.  This implicates as problematic those 

measures designed to give effect to gender neutral ‘merit’ based promotion.  

In the interim, the NICS has embarked upon a sustained effort to address the SCS gender 

differential. NICS actions to this effect have included, inter alia; the extension of arrangements 

for flexible working, the establishment of a SCS women’s network, formal mentoring 

opportunities for women and the appointment of a service wide (Grade 2) diversity champion 

to oversee a network of champions across the service and the provision of specialised training 

in respect of prejudicial attitudes and stereotypes (Ballantine et al, 2016 p2).  

Indeed, NICS efforts have not been without success, women now comprise 37.3% of the SCS 

compared to 11.3% in 2000  (NISRA, 2017). Nevertheless at 37.3%, SCS gender composition 
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continues to compare unfavourably with the service wide figure of 50.6%. Highlighted most 

starkly by a NICS gender review in 2013 which revealed that of the 47 SCS staff at grade 3 

and above only 4 (10.1%) were female (Department of Finance and Personnel, 2015).  

Recent research conducted by Ballantine et al (2016) further affirms that although improved, 

the situation of women within the SCS remains problematic. Ballantine revealed a ‘gender 

capture’ of key decision-making positions within the SCS, with men holding 72.3% of 

executive grades. In addition to continued vertical segregation, Ballantine et al also found 

evidence of horizontal segregation with women more likely to occupy senior positions in those 

departments and work streams which aligned with gender stereotypes (Ballantine et al, 2016, 

p21).  

Gendered organisational culture may function iteratively as both a causal factor and as a 

consequence of women’s under-representation from senior decision-making roles. As 

discussed in chapter two, Feminist Institutional analysis implicates informal rules, such as 

those which regulate workplace culture, in the preservation of the gender status quo. Informal 

rules may function as exclusionary mechanisms and as sites of resistance to reform efforts in 

periods of institutional change ( Chappell & Mackay, 2017, p32).  

Kanter's (1977) seminal work on men and women (see chapter two) argues that only when a 

tipping point has been achieved, are women positioned to disrupt and re-orientate a gendered 

organisational culture. The continued under-representation of women in SCS in general but 

from the senior/executive grades in particular, when overlaid with Kanter’s view would suggest 

that women are not yet positioned to disrupt gendered organisational culture.  

While NICS interventions have succeeded in increasing gender equality in the NICS as a whole 

and at SCS entry level grades, positive change to organisational culture is considered more 

likely to result from the increased presence of senior executive women as opposed to greater 

levels of gender equality at lower grades (Dolan, 2000). 

 

Women’s policy agencies  

 

A relevant distinction between the NICS and the UK civil service exists in the location of 

women’s policy agencies (WPAs). WPAs are recognised by the UN as ‘any body recognised 

by government as the institutions dealing with the status of women’ (E/CN6/1998/3, par.21). 

As such, they instantiate Eisenstein’s (1991, 1996) bureaucratic structural approach of feminist 

strategic engagement with bureaucracy, through engineering the apparatus of the state, as 

discussed previously in chapter two. The next section of this chapter contrasts the approach 
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taken to WPAs in Northern Ireland, which has traditionally located WPAs outside of 

government. 

 

The initial mandate for WPA’s was derived from the UN’s First World Conference on women 

in Mexico City in 1975 which recommended that governments establish agencies dedicated to 

the promotion of gender equality and improving the status of women (Mazur, 2002; Squires, 

2007). The Fourth World Conference on Women (1995) recommended gender mainstreaming 

as an additional mechanism for pursuing gender equality, and as a consequence, the remit of 

many WPA’s expanded to incorporate mainstreaming responsibilities (Rai, 2003; True, 2003). 

The UK has followed this pattern, with WPA’s operating with an initial focus on anti-

discrimination evolving to incorporate gender mainstreaming functions (Lovenduski, 1995; 

Squires, 2007). 

 

A significant step change in WPAs followed the election of the New Labour government in 

1997 with the establishment of a Women’s Unit, the creation of a Minister for Women and the 

reinvigoration and relaunch of the Women’s National Commission, staffed by civil servants on 

secondments from their home department (Squires, 2007). These actions had the effect of 

locating WPAs directly in the heart of government. This represents a key point of departure 

with Northern Ireland, where, by contrast, WPAs have traditionally been located outside 

government. WPAs in Northern Ireland have been encapsulated within the remit of the former 

Equal Opportunities Commission and latterly by the Equality Commission for NI (ECNI). NI 

has no history of distinct WPAs within government. 

 

The absence of distinct women’s policy machinery in the NICS means that in terms of gender, 

the Northern Ireland equality mainstreaming model is highly reliant on outsourced gender 

expertise. The danger of this reliance is not only the risk that at some point this expertise may 

no longer be available, but also the absence of WPAs within government may have inhibited 

the transformative effect of mainstreaming within NICS culture and practice itself, and 

inhibited the development of bureaucratic capacity in respect of the ability to identify, and be 

sufficiently responsive to issues of gender equality. This becomes particularly salient, when 

taken with the post-conflict context, where women may have particular conflict related needs, 

unlikely to be picked up in the wider context of overarching UK gender policy. With this in 

mind, the next section of this chapter examines how the service has operationalised and made 

provision for equality obligations within its code of ethics. 
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4.12  The NICS Code of Ethics: Equality in operation. 

 

The NICS code of ethics sets out the framework within which civil servants work and the 

values and standards of behaviour they are expected to uphold. The code calls for a 

commitment to four core values; integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality, as such it is 

taken to represent a contractual arrangement between employer and employee (Northern 

Ireland Civil Service Commisioners, 2018).  

The values within the code replicate those of the Home Civil Service and find their genesis in 

the 1854 Northcote Trevelyan report on the organisation of the permanent civil service. The 

fact that over one hundred and fifty years later, those original values remain intact, in spite of 

extensive modernisation of the service, is a testament to the report’s seminal nature, extolled 

as ‘the single greatest governing gift of the 19th to the 20th century’ (Hennessy, 2001 p190). 

Against a backdrop of the ‘increasing accumulation of public business and the consequent 

pressure upon government’ Northcote and Trevelyan found a public administration distinctly 

unfit for purpose in which departments existed as disparate fiefdoms with little sense of 

common purpose, with staff appointed mainly by political patronage (Northcote Trevelyan 

Report, 1854 p2). The report recommended an open and competitive process for recruitment 

to the permanent civil service, based exclusively on merit. It further recommended that recruits 

to a new unified civil service be placed in a hierarchical structure, stratified by grade with merit 

as the arbiter of advancement through the hierarchy. Merit adeptly illustrates how values may 

change in light of context and temporality. Whereas merit was originally employed as the 

prescription for tackling patronage and political favour, this section of the chapter will illustrate 

how the application of these core values in a contemporary context may now may function to 

inhibit the very equality of opportunity envisaged by the original report by restricting access 

for certain groups, among these women. 

 

Within the NICS code impartiality is delineated in an applied context; 

‘You must: carry out your responsibilities in a way that is fair, just and equitable and 

reflects the civil service commitment to equality and diversity […] 

You must not: act in a way that unjustifiably favours or discriminates against particular 

individuals or interests.’ (NICS Code of Ethics, 2018) 

An understanding of equality and diversity forms a central plank of ‘impartiality’ as an applied 

value. Those actions which might be required to give effect to the NICS commitment to 
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equality however constitute deeply contested legal and political terrain. Equality is not a static 

legal principle rather it is a dynamic and live environment imbued by political and moral 

discourses (Fredman, 2011).  

The use of discrimination as a descriptor for the positive duties envisaged under section 75 of 

the 1998 NI Act, albeit qualified as ‘justifiable’ discrimination has the effect of discursively 

situating action in furtherance of those positive duties as a derogation from or exception to 

equality. This analysis holds only if a symmetrical or formal frame of analysis is applied in 

which equality is understood as symmetrical and undifferentiated treatment. 

Liberal individualistic models of citizenship prevailing in western liberal democracies have 

traditionally tended to favour equality of opportunity models (Fredman, 2011). It is 

unsurprising then to find this understanding of equality articulated within the NICS Code of 

Ethics, given that it a model which adheres tightly to the primacy of merit.  

 

While the GFA and section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act are clear in conferring a 

positive obligation to promote ‘equality of opportunity’, equality of opportunity itself may have 

timid’ or ‘robust’ applications. Smith & McLaughlin (2010) identify ‘timid’ presentations of 

the model which are minimalist, light touch and process-orientated whereas ‘robust’ 

interpretations are expansive focusing on the use of affirmative action to impact outcomes.  

An appropriate diagnostic or litmus test for models of equality in operation presents by virtue 

of how affirmative action is understood and operationalised.  

A DFP led review of gender in the NICS (2013) sets out an approach to affirmative action in 

respect of workforce compositional imbalance: 

 ‘The NICS established approach on affirmative action has been to use positive action 

advertising to encourage applications from under-represented groups, encouraging applications 

does not mean any advantage will be conferred upon the underrepresented group; appointment 

will still be strictly on merit.’ 

 (Department of Finance and Personnel, 2015).  

The NICS approach to affirmative action outlines here, suggest a ‘timid’ presentation of 

‘equality of opportunity’ in which structural disadvantage is understood as past injustice and 

which conceptualises positive duties as discriminatory but necessary corrective action. This 

obviates any ongoing structural oppression or marginalisation and is therefore largely 

insufficient to remove extant biases. A point succinctly captured by Young (2011, p198): 

 ‘The primary purpose of affirmative action policies then is neither to compensate for 

past discrimination nor to make up for supposed deficiencies of formerly excluded groups. 
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Instead the primary purpose of affirmative action is to mitigate the influence of current biases 

and blindness of institutions and decision makers.’ 

Even within the formal prescription of equality of opportunity then, bureaucratic discretion 

plays a critical role. 

 

The NICS operationalisation of affirmative action illustrates an understanding of equality 

which is blind to extant institutional bias against women and minority groups within the NICS 

itself and as such cannot be responsive to them. Secondly, the recognition of historic structural 

discrimination, as an antecedent to conflict, requires redistributive public policy in the post-

conflict period and the presence of internal advocates to formulate it.   

 

4.13  The NICS Competency Framework: Merit in operation 

 

In the NICS merit is operationalised by virtue of the NICS competency framework. The 

competency framework sets out ten competencies, grouped into three strategic clusters which 

are understood to capture core NICS activity: setting direction, engaging people and delivering 

results. Since April 2014 the competency framework has been used for recruitment, 

performance appraisal and promotion (Northern Ireland Civil Service Competency 

Framework, 2014). Competence approaches have their genesis in Boyatzis (1982) The 

Competent Manager – A Model for Effective Performance’. In keeping with the direction of 

policies associated with New Public Management in general, it reflects private sector 

objectives of efficiency and effectiveness in its claim to manage the behaviour, skills, 

knowledge and understanding integral to managerial performance. The competence process 

identifies a series of skills allied to performance and as such is understood as a scientific 

process providing organisations with a gender-neutral basis for assessment. 

 

Claims to disembodied objectivity and gender neutrality are challenged by Rees and Garnsey 

(2003) whose empirical work concluded that the qualities many women bring to work may not, 

in fact,  gain recognition on the basis of current methods of selection underpinned by 

competency approaches. Rees and Garnsey (2003, p570) found competency approaches to 

encourage particular types of behaviour that may come more naturally to some groups over 

others. Moreover, the study suggested that the use of competency frameworks and the means 

of their implementation were more likely to disadvantage the forms of behaviour associated 

with women than men (Rees and Garnsey, 2003 p574). The processes of appraisal and 
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assessment which followed implementation of competency frameworks were also found to be 

vulnerable to embedded gender assumptions in respect personal skills and traits. In those 

circumstances where women do behave in ways which match the organisational norms for 

success, such behaviour may be negatively perceived, for instance directive leadership skills 

may be interpreted as bossy or dominant. Burton (1992, p5) cautions:  

 ‘A warning to those who seek to teach women simply to fit in to existing organisational 

arrangements […] behaviours important for men’s success are not directly transferable to 

women because identical behaviour is not perceived or treated in the same way. Success is not 

defined in sex neutral terms.’ 

This resonates with feminist scholarship which has problematised merit as neither a neutral nor 

objective standard. Rather scholarship presents merit as a movable feast – fluid and variable 

over time and space, involving informal, value laden criteria. Sommerlad (2015) argues that a 

critical interrogation of the discourse of merit reveals that it rewards embodied cultural 

practices of white male elites and postulates that the social magic of merit rests in its capacity 

to sanctify an exclusionary social order by masking its material bias. In the specific context of 

the NICS, it is noteworthy that merit remained an espoused principle of recruitment and 

promotion against the backdrop of a bar on married women to certain positions within the NICS 

until 1975 (Discussed later in this chapter). The next section of the chapter turns the gender 

lens from merit as operationalised to examine the location of gender equality within a wider 

diversity paradigm and in particular the implications of a transition from equal opportunities 

to diversity management. 

 

4.14  From equality opportunities to diversity management 

 

Over recent years the language of diversity has gradually come to replace that of equal 

opportunities in the NICS, reflecting a broader international paradigm shift in public sector 

organisations deemed ‘the most significant development in theorising workplace equality in 

the past 25 years’ (Gagnon and Cornelius, 2000 p68).  Gender equality within the NICS falls 

within the remit of the NICS Equality and Diversity branch, located within the Department of 

Finance and Personnel. Like the NICS competency model, diversity management represents a 

private sector productivity model and in this way is further indicative of the reach of New 

Public Management. 
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Diversity management represents a significant departure from previous equality approaches on 

the basis that the primary emphasis is fixed on benefits to business, organisational efficiency 

and performance. A diversity management approach holds out the prospect that employers will 

attend to equality not out of obligation but because to do so is in the interests of the 

organisation. On the surface it presents as an attractive proposition, an approach to workplace 

equality which reconciles efficiency and productivity with social justice- a model in which 

everybody wins. Subsequent scholarship however has cast doubt on these claims. As a 

consequence, a diversity management approach to the NI SCS’s gender problem may be 

problematic in four distinct ways. Firstly, in the absence of an empirical basis for claims that a 

diverse workplace has organisational benefits, secondly in the normative consequences of 

aligning equality with efficiency rather than social justice, thirdly in its failure to be responsive 

to issues of gendered organisational culture and finally through its contextual disembodiment 

from public service values in the specific context of nation building. These difficulties are 

explained in detail below. 

 

In a meta-analysis of one hundred and six empirical findings from thirty three studies on the 

outcomes of diversity management policies, Wise and Tschirhart (2000, p386) concluded that 

public sector managers were using ‘largely untested assumptions as a basis for diversity 

policies, strategies and actions’. If diversity management is reliant on a business case as a driver 

for equality, when there is no business case then there is no driver for equality.  

 

The second problem with the diversity management approach is normative in nature and rests 

in the elevation of efficiency over social justice as a driver for equality. At a normative level 

the value afforded to social justice, is particularly significant in situations where efficiency 

objectives may exist in tension with equality commitments and where bureaucratic discretion 

is employed to adjudicate competing priorities in this regard.  

 

The third deficiency of the diversity management approach to gender equality is located in its 

failure to be responsive to the hierarchical and gendered nature of organisational culture. 

Notwithstanding the enduring nature of the problem and recent empirical evidence to confirms 

that SCS organisational culture remains deeply problematic for women in particular (Ballantine 

et al, 2016), the NICS response might be understood as one which deals with the symptoms of 

gender inequality rather than the root causes of women’s under-representation at senior grades. 

The NICS have undertaken to extend arrangements for flexible working, established a SCS 
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women’s network and appointed a service wide (grade 2) Diversity champion to oversee a 

network of champions across the service (Ballantine et al, 2016 p2). Whilst these measures are 

undoubtedly helpful, it is an approach which leaves the informal rules and gendered logics of 

appropriateness which undergird gendered organisational culture and practice relatively intact.   

Finally, the apolitical and amoral nature of the diversity management paradigm, while 

rendering it attractive to the NICS as an institution with deeply embedded values of impartiality 

and neutrality may also, paradoxically perhaps, render it redundant for the purpose of nation 

building. Diversity management is an approach to equality which is organisationally self-

serving, nation building by contrast requires that the post-conflict bureau exercises an 

important normative and standard setting function for the new political and social order. Recall 

Mengistu and Vogel’s thesis in chapter two that where bureaucratic values remain unexamined 

then tension between reform efforts and applied civil service values may manifest as obstacles 

to the instantiation of the new socio-political order. Groeneveld and Van de Walle (2010, p255) 

observe: 

 ‘Diversity management is not concerned with political power, democratic equality, 

equal opportunities or social justice, diversity management does not build a state and does not 

create a nation.’ 

The implication of this observation is that a diversity management approach in post-conflict, 

fragile or emerging states may contribute little or nothing to the process of nation building. In 

fact, by divorcing equality from social justice, it may, as Mengistu and Vogel (2006) caution 

exist as an obstacle to democratic reform and development capacity 

Diversity then as a concept is in itself not problematic, rather it is when it is located in a specific 

paradigm which when understood and operationalised asserts a business case logic as divorced 

from wider obligations of social justice and redistributive public policy that it may function as 

a structural inhibitor. The next section of this chapter proceeds to consider how culturally 

embedded understandings of evidence-based policy may also function to impede and inhibit 

equality. 

 

4.15 Evidence-based policy as gendered rationality 

The phrase ‘evidenced based policy making’ is often used to de-politicise issues (Cairney, 

2017) so it unsurprising against the backdrop of NI's post-conflict institutions that officials 

chose to locate decision making firmly within its providence. Participants defined evidence not 

in terms of what it was but by what it would exclude: 
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‘For me, […]it would be a weakness in me to have been seen to have brought my 
personal views to the table. If somebody was able to poke your evidence base and say, well 
you always thought that was right or wrong, let that be social housing, let it be disability, let it 
be any particular policy area you work in. I don’t bring my personal influences into my work’ 

Interview 2 
 

‘The school clothing allowance is a really good example, so from my own experience 
if I were the official working on that, having been brought up in a single parent household, 
formerly homeless for a year where my mother had no income. I was the only girl in my 
housing estate at a grammar school. We couldn't have sent me to school without the clothing 
grant, and as it was, I bought a second-hand hockey stick. I got a second-hand blazer out of 
lost property to buy it. I would have to be very careful as an official that I didn’t let my own 
personal experience cloud any consideration of the evidence around increasing, decreasing or 
otherwise that grant.’ 

Interview 8 
 

Contributions from these and other participants regard the personal and experiential as 

contamination of an otherwise objective evidentiary process. In so doing, they reveal the 

definitive footprint of Weberian instrumental rationality. 

 

Instrumental rationality which privileges that which can be seen and counted exists as 

dichotomised from that which is lived and experienced – creating a further masculine/feminine 

binary in which the masculine is validated and the feminine considered aberrative.  Weber’s 

notion of bureaucratic rationality (discussed in Chapter two) constructs a particular kind of 

masculinity based on the exclusion of the personal, the sexual and the feminine. The apparent 

neutrality of Weber’s organisational rules and goals disguise the gender (male) interests served 

by them; considered here as the maintenance of existing patterns of distribution and power 

asymmetries.  

‘instrumental, purposeful, calculating rationality, determining the least costly most 
beneficial means for calculating ends, implies reliance on precise measurements, comparison 
and quantitative calculation of costs and benefits with a jettisoning of all non-quantifiable 
considerations […] Instrumental, calculating rationality brings with it qualities considered 
masculine.’ (Bologh, 1990)  
 

An understanding of evidence which favours a quantification of costs and benefits in financial 

terms not only excludes experiential evidence but may further militate against the development 

of policies which may not lend themselves easily to outcome quantification. Early intervention 

strategies, for example, may require significant initial front-loading in advance of demonstrable 

impact. With longer-term success indicated in the non-occurrence of problematic behaviours 
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then those policies which inherent potential to significantly improve the quality of life 

opportunities for marginalised groups are much more difficult to quantify or reconcile within 

budgetary cycles: 

 ‘I remember having to fight long and hard to avoid a project being annihilated that I 
was leading on because it was seen as a bit cuddly and fluffy…and what I learned from that is 
that I had probably come to a decision more quickly than others that this was a good thing to 
do and in the public interest, other people were just seeing cost and inconvenience and I had to 
sort of double back and put extra effort into getting people on board with the concept, why we 
needed to do it in the first place and bring in other voices, so it didn’t just look like it’s her 
being a bit curly [colloquialism for unruly]again and wanting to do something nice for xxxxx. 
There is always going to be the tension between budgetary pressures, efficiency and providing 
better services, better outcomes for users of services.’ 

Interview 14 

 

The reach of gendered instrumental rationality is consolidated by the intermittency of the NI's 

power-sharing institutions. Since the most recent collapse in January 2016, the reluctance of 

the British Government to revert to formal provisions for direct rule from Westminster, in the 

interim to restoration of the NI Institutions in 2020, resulted in almost four years absence of 

ministerial direction in Northern Ireland. In the context, where policymaking remained the 

purview of elected ministers, interim arrangements for the continuity of public service 

provision by officials may have consolidated instrumental rationality in ensuring that resource 

allocation was increasingly divorced from policy prioritisation: 

‘I fear at the moment we're in a situation where finance directors will dictate everything 
really because it's about balancing the books isn't it?’ 

Interview 20 
 

Indeed, guidance which accompanied Section 3 of the Northern Ireland (Executive Formation 

and Exercise of Functions) Act 2018, provided formal footing for instrumental rationality. 

Here, bureaucratic decision-making which deviated from the policy of the previous NI 

Executive was rendered contingent upon the existence of ‘new strong objective evidence.' 

 

Claims to objectivity in evidence are grounded in the logic of positivism, and in effect serve to 

obscure a series of active choices which are involved in determining what constitutes evidence: 

‘The whole objective need thing is very interesting and you’ve a complete split on 
objective need where nationalists take one view and unionists take another view and it’s not so 
much about the definition of need, it’s about how it’s applied in practical terms. I mean those 
in need can be defined below a certain income level blah blah blah, you can do all that type of 
stuff and obviously they are always looking at what the outcome is going to be. You maybe 
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start off with equality of outcome, well they always look at the outcome and work back from 
there to the policy.’ 

Interview 13 
 

The rejection of the personal and the experiential as irreconcilable with objectivity; ensures 

that marginalised voices are expunged from the process. The ability to control the parameters 

of ‘evidence' is a key mechanism by which dominant groups retain the ability to set the political 

agenda, policy priorities and control the distribution of public resources; 

Providing further traction for a gendered mobilisation of bias (Schattsnieder, 1961)  – some 

issues are organised into politics, some are organised out. Those issues organised in reflect the 

maintenance of the status quo and dominant groups. This point is aptly illustrated by Head of 

the NICS, David Sterling, in his evidence to the RHI Inquiry: 

‘My view was that you get more efficient policy development if policy teams are talking 
to the special adviser and, indeed, the Minister at a very early stage in the policy development 
process. You know, there’s no greater waste of time than a policy team going away, dreaming 
up some great policy idea, sending in a 20-page submission, and the Minister says, “This is 
nonsense. I can’t run with this”.’ 
 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018d p75 
 

MR : [..] say you decided to pilot gender budgeting. This looks like a great thing, it's 
evidence-based, so let's have a pilot..but you would know there’s no appetite for that politically, 
it’s unlikely to…do we invest a lot of resources at official level knowing  
R: Sometimes you wouldn't, […] sometimes you say yes, something, in theory, is a good idea 
and you should do something about it. You've gotta test do you have stakeholder support, is 
there a political appetite? and if not…there’s no point. […] we have a system here that produces 
far more teachers than we need, but to deal with it then you have the issues around Stranmilis 
and St Mary's and that's going nowhere over the years. In any other system you might say right, 
there's the supply system of the colleges and there's the demand and is the supply is producing 
far more and costing the taxpayer more, why wouldn't you rationalise…rationalise hospital 
provision and school provision, the politics around that are just too difficult ..so the opposite, 
you end up every year of pretending you needed a certain number of teachers […]but you're 
right there's no appetite ..so if you turned up saying Minister we need to do something about 
this, they'd just look at you…are you mad?  
 

Interview 10  
 

In summary, how evidence is understood and conceptualised within the SCS reveals the 

distinctive footprint of instrumental rationality which operates to privilege that which can be 

seen and counted over personal and experiential knowledge, in this way serves to consolidate 

male, female binaries of knowledge production and gendered logics of appropriateness which 
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attach to them. The fallacy of objective evidence pre-disposes a policy-making process which 

is more responsive to elite political actors and dominant groups and the maintenance of existing 

patterns of distribution and inequalities. 

 

4.2 A history of the NICS and its gendered institutional legacies  
 

In the century of its existence the NICS has been carried in the slipstream of Northern Ireland’s 

political tumult and as such yields a rich tapestry of institutional change revealing complex and 

intersecting institutional legacies. In this way, it is archetypal for Mahoney and Thelen's (2010) 

paradigm of institutional change as messy, dynamic and overlapping in nature. 

Notwithstanding this, three distinct temporal phases can be discerned in the evolution of the 

NICS, with each having moulded and shaped the service in different ways, providing key 

insights into contemporaneous structure and practice.  

Carmichael (2002) usefully categorises these phases as Devolution 1 (1921-72), Direct Rule 

(1972-1999) and Devolution Plus (1999 ). This thesis, however, identifies the post 1999 period 

as post agreement in the acknowledgement that the particular dynamics and drivers arising 

from the GFA have momentum and jurisdiction beyond the wider UK constitutional process 

of devolution. 

 

4.21 Devolution 1 (1921-1972) 

 

The period is significant in contributing to a gendered understanding of NICS organisational 

culture in two ways. In the first instance, formative relationships established between the new 

NI state and its constitutionally distinct, public administration; the NICS with Whitehall and 

Westminster provide evidence of a gendered NI exceptionalism. Of further significance is a 

dominant narrative of the period which frames institutionalised discrimination in the new NI 

state firmly in the discourse of ethnonationalism. In reality, however exclusion from decision 

making power was much more likely to be mediated by the intersection of sect, class and 

gender. 

Whilst devolution offered potential for divergence from the UK norm, it remained nevertheless 

latent in that the desire of local agents to maintain the constitutional link at all costs encouraged 

a ‘remarkable conformity’; an approach characterised as ‘parity with particularity’ (Carmichael 

2002, p183).  
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While parity with particularity is an undoubtedly apt description, the application of a gender 

lens to the particularity exposes a distinctly gendered nature to NICS exceptionalism.  

While Whitehall removed the prohibition on the employment of married women in 1946, an 

absolute prohibition continued in NI until 1968. A partial relaxation was employed between 

1968 – 75, whereby women were required to resign upon marriage but could be re-employed 

in a temporary capacity. (Ministry of Commerce, 1968-1975). The effect of this policy was to 

effectively confine women to lower grades and disenfranchise them from decision making 

positions for almost 30 years after corresponding provisions had been removed in Britain.  

The dominant narrative in respect of scholarship on the period 1921-1972 evinces unanimity 

in respect of the existence of a ‘consistent and irrefutable pattern of deliberate discrimination 

against Catholics in electoral practices, public employment, policing, public housing and 

regional policy respectively’ (Whyte, 1983). Indeed, the unchecked abuse of power in the 

delivery of public services played a significant part in the demise of the northern state (Knox 

2010, p7).  

The dominant discourse of the period is one which locates discrimination firmly within the 

sectarian frame of ethnonational identity. With a few notable exceptions (See Rooney, 2007) 

the narrative is blind to the intersection of gender, class and sect.  

 

4.22 Direct Rule (1972-1999) 

 

Continuing discrimination and escalating civil conflict forced the intervention of the British 

Government in 1972, culminating in the imposition of direct rule from Westminster. The 

gendered impact on NICS organisational culture and values is considered here in terms of an 

atrophy in NICS policy development capacity and evidence of a continuing legacy of women’s 

marginalisation. 

Policy created in the context of direct rule was largely generated at Whitehall with the extent 

of any subsequent adaptation determined and operationalised by NI elite bureaucrats alone: 

‘We didn’t do much policy in Northern Ireland because we didn’t have to. Policy was 

something that arrived from Westminster and the job, not to oversimplify it, was scoring out 

‘England and Wales’ and inserting ‘Northern Ireland’ in a policy paper or a piece of 

legislation.’ (Knox 2009, p3)  

Hence, one of the critiques to have emerged in the context of later transition to devolved 

government in 1999 has been articulated as a lack of policy development capacity, a 

competence said to have atrophied as a consequence of direct rule (Carmichael and Knox, 
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2004; Birrell, 2009).Women and men experience conflict differently and have very different 

needs in the post-conflict period (Chinkin, 2003). A direct and gendered consequence of this 

atrophy may manifest in an inability to identify and formulate policy interventions responsive 

the specific post-conflict needs of women, as distinct from a wider UK gender agenda.  This 

may be amplified by the absence of distinct women policy machinery in NICS, discussed 

earlier in this chapter. 

The pattern of women’s substantive marginalisation is mirrored descriptively within the NICS. 

Carmichael and Knox’s assertion of a ‘an implicit, if not explicit policy that discouraged the 

advancement of women, especially when married’ affirms the informal legacy of the marriage 

bar in the service (2004, p608).  In 1985, women comprised a mere 2.8% of the SCS, rising to 

5.7% in 1993. (Birrell, 2009).  

The chronic under-representation of women in the SCS however remained largely 

unproblematised in the political discourse of ‘fair employment’ which framed workplace 

equality in NI firmly along the lines of religious identity. The absence of gender from 

workforce composition data for the purposes of NI Fair Employment monitoring obligations 

(until obligations arising from 1989 Fair Employment Act) has served to render invisible the 

historic discrimination of women, as women, within the SCS and the intersectionality of 

exclusion from decision making power by confluence of class, sect and gender. In this way 

adeptly illustrating how historical narratives of conflict may be punctuated with silences which 

serve to expunge the lived realities of women. 

 

4.23 Post GFA (1999 -2017) 

 

This section discusses the gendered impact of the NICS transition to power-sharing with 

reference to increased opportunity structures for the use of bureaucratic decision making and 

considers also the gendered implications of the inability, as a result of intermittent collapse to 

forge ahead with a distinct NI policy agenda. 

NI’s post agreement institutional infrastructure is firmly grounded in power-sharing. As such, 

NI’s institutional arrangements are carefully crafted to ensure that ‘political power is shared by 

rival cultures on a proportional basis in the executive, the legislature and public employment, 

each cultural community enjoys rights of veto and autonomy.’ (McGarry and O’Leary, 1995 

p509) 

Scholars posit that in Westminster type majoritarian systems of government, the discretion 

exercised by officials in decision making is internally moderated by clear ideological direction 
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by Ministers and the inculcation of a suite of bureaucratic values which reflect the public 

interest through social equity (Dolan, 2000). The NI Executive, however, is comprised of 

ministers holding opposing ideological positions thereby impeding the transmission of a 

singular ideological direction to officials. In addition, the high threshold for formal decision 

making in conjunction with the ability of political elites to deploy vetoes, when set against the 

need to ensure continuity of public service provision may provide fertile ground for the 

increased use of informal bureaucratic decision-making processes as alternatives to gridlock.  

In the context of adherence to bureaucratic values which have the potential to be gendered 

when filtered through the prism a gendered organisational culture and gendered institutional 

legacies then increased use of bureaucratic discretion may, in theory, mitigate against the 

socially transformative, redistributive agenda elaborated in the GFA, where women by virtue 

of their extant inequality would have most to gain. 

One common feature of complex power-sharing institutional arrangements is found in their 

vulnerability to intermittent collapse. This is certainly true of the NI experience where 

institutions have collapsed or been suspended on 5 occasions since 1999. The intermittent 

nature of government is considered to have stymied the development of a new and distinct 

policy agenda for NI (Carmichael and Knox 2004, p608). 

A cursory look at the number of Legislative Consent Motions (LCM) provides a blunt yet 

effective litmus test in this regard. By agreeing a Legislative Consent Motion, the NIA agrees 

to cede its primacy to legislate on a devolved matter to Westminster.  LCM’s by the very 

definition of devolution are envisaged as device of exceptionality, however the number and 

nature of LCM’s agreed by the NIA in its 2011 – 2016 term would suggest that rather than 

exceptionality, the use of LCMs reflects the routine with a total of 48 LCMs agreed in this time 

(NIA, AIMS portal 2017). Minutes of the NIA Justice Committee reveal that in providing a 

recommendation for a LCM in respect of urgent compliance with a European Court of Human 

Rights judgement on DNA retention (S and Marper v UK), the option of emergency NI 

Assembly legislation under ‘accelerated passage’; which can pass through all assembly stages 

in as little as ten days had not been considered by officials (NIA Committee for Justice, 2010). 

The inability to forge a distinct policy agenda for NI, has the consequence that the particular 

post-conflict needs of women in Northern Ireland as distinct from wider UK gender policy are 

likely to remain unmet. 
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4.3 The gendered specificity of the NICS 
 

The gendered history of the NICS considered in the previous section suggest that the 

distinctiveness of the NICS, reflected in the moniker of ‘a place apart’(Rose, 1971) might be 

captured through reviewing its autonomy, politicisation, selective reform and insular nature. 

Each with its own implications for gender equality within the service and with the potential to 

impact the policy crafted by it 

 

4.31 Autonomy 

 

The direct rule era undoubtedly provides a rare opportunity to analyse bureaucratic autonomy, 

without the cloak of democracy which usually shrouds elite bureaucrat decision making. It is 

unsurprising then that scholarship identifies bureaucratic autonomy as symptomatic of direct 

rule. The position of the SCS as a powerful entity during the period is succinctly captured by 

Morrison and Livingstone (1995, p154):  

“...the comparatively small number of these officials and their relative public 

invisibility has accentuated the idea of government by an elite, a sense captured by the notion 

that all important decisions are taken in six key dining rooms in North Down’. 

 

Less scholarly attention has been devoted to the specific mechanisms through which SCS 

autonomy may have been operationalised and where we might look for its distinctive footprint 

in the decision-making process. A first step in this regard is the acknowledgment that while 

autonomy was indeed amplified under direct rule it was nevertheless a ‘bounded’ autonomy. 

SCS autonomy existed as circumscribed within the parameters of parity, financial constraints 

and the overarching political priorities of the NIO.  

As a way of understanding SCS autonomy as circumscribed, Schattschnieder’s view of power 

as discussed in chapter two, presents as particularly compelling. Schattschnieder acknowledges 

that within all democratic governments, elected officials may only prioritise a small number of 

issues for attention at any given time, this ‘prioritisation’ occurs at the expense of other 

competing issues.  

“Organisation is the mobilisation of bias. Some issues are organised into politics while others 

are organised out.’ (Schattschneider, 1975, p69). While true of all democracies, it is a scenario 

which is particularly salient in the context of direct rule against the backdrop of the competing 

priorities upon NIO Ministers. The autonomy or power of the NICS, then existed and arguably 
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still rests in their ability to select and frame those issues which make it to the Minister’s desk 

and on to the political agenda. 

Schattschnider’s logic provides further affirmation of the SCS as gatekeepers to the socially 

transformative and redistributive policy necessary for gender equality. In the context of a 

socially conservative, elite male cohort guided by bureaucratic values which inhibit internal 

advocacy and against the backdrop of an extant conflict in which identity is reified along 

ethnonational cleavages– it is reasonable to assume that de-prioritisation and non-decisions 

may be equally, if not more determinant than formal policy in understanding adverse gender 

outcomes in Northern Ireland. 

 

4.32 Politicisation 

 

The NICS has traditionally operated under a much higher degree of politicisation than its home 

civil service counterparts.  The politicisation of the service exists at both a structural and 

operational level, both with distinct and gendered implications for policy. The changing 

structure and remit of the NICS reflects its vulnerability to political exigencies of the day. 

Whereas in operational terms, politicisation is reflected in an informal conflict management 

role for elite bureaucrats. 

Under administrative arrangements for the establishment of the Northern Ireland Office, the 

Head of the NICS became the 2nd Permanent under-secretary in the NIO. This formal hybridity 

while ostensibly aimed at cohesion had the effect of co-opting the NICS as the delivery vehicle 

for the NIO's political strategy. The NIO political project was one aimed at the reorientation of 

British government policy in NI; ‘changing from an exclusively military response to a form of 

containment/rapprochement which recognised the inextricable links between security issues 

and other political, economic and social matters’ (Carmichael and Knox 2004, p598). A key 

element of this project was the ‘Hearts and Minds’ strategy; an approach which sought to 

consolidate the centre ground by ‘wooing non-republican Catholics, supporting moderate 

Nationalist politics in the form of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), and 

stemming the electoral endorsement of Sinn Féin. (Carmichael and Knox 2004, p598). Where 

even ‘routine’ policy was recognised as having purpose in pursuit of the wider NIO political 

strategy it is extremely unlikely that women living in Loyalist and Republican areas of high 

deprivation, would have benefited from any political strategy to consolidate the centre ground. 

Whilst the formal political role assigned to NI’s SCS is a distinctive feature of direct rule, 

O’Connor (2016) detects the operation of a ‘conflict management norm’ in the 
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contemporaneous approach of elite bureaucrats to the formulation and presentation of policy 

within power-sharing structures at local government. This would suggest that the dynamics of 

power-sharing may also foster a more political role, albeit an informal rather than formally 

codified one.  

 

This concept of a conflict management norm is problematic for gender equality at both a 

conceptual and practical level. The GFA envisages a process of conflict resolution with social 

transformation necessary to remove structural inequalities as antecedents to conflict. Conflict 

management by contrast implies that a continuation of conflict is of itself unproblematic so 

long as it is ‘managed’ within government. As such it is an approach which is unperturbed by 

continuing structural and gendered inequalities. 

 

The prerequisite of unanimity in all formal decision making between ideologically opposed 

ethnonational elites may have by default, conferred an informal obligation upon elite 

bureaucrats to avoid deadlock and inertia through the presentation and framing of policy in 

ways which maximise the prospect of political consensus between the elite parties. It is 

reasonable to assume that in keeping with O’Connor’s (2016; 2017) findings at local 

government level, a similar conflict management dynamic may be present in the NICS’s 

administration of power-sharing at a regional level. The preparation and presentation of policy 

in respect of the distribution of public resources which would maximise elite consensus is likely 

to be very different to the redistributive policy necessary for gender equality and social 

transformation. 

 

4.33 Selective reform 

 

The distinctiveness of the NICS can also be evinced in the bespoke approach to the 

modernisation and management reforms which have characterised and indeed radically 

reformed the home civil service. UK public sector reforms from the 1980s onwards, when 

analysed collectively are taken to reflect a paradigm shift in public administration among 

OECD countries towards New Public Management (NPM). NPM is characterised by a shift to 

the delivery of public services through a business model and on a competitive basis for the 

provision of public services awarded by contract (Hood, 1995). 

While NI has not been immune to reform, it has been described as ‘partial, delayed and 

selective’ (Carmichael 2002, p184). The NICS has, by and large embraced the NPM approach 
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to reform as the dominant paradigm, however it has been considerably less inclined towards 

Whitehall’s policy of external appointments to the SCS. While this may have had the positive 

effect of insulating NICS public service values and ethos, it has arguably had the gendered 

consequence of inhibiting the expedited change to organisational culture which can occur by 

senior female appointments (Dolan, 2000).  

 

A recent open recruitment drive in local press for permanent secretaries indicates a shift in 

NICS position regarding external recruitment (Johnstone, 2017). Whilst this may appear 

positive given the potential for senior external women to impact disproportionately on 

organisational culture values, Chappell’s analysis of the ‘femocrat strategy’ sounds a note of 

caution. Women with high levels of public service motivation (i.e. senior NGO women) are 

unlikely to remain in bureaucracies where they are prevented from exercising an internal 

advocacy function (Chappell, 2002). While NICS bureaucratic values remain hostile to internal 

advocacy, external recruitment exercises for senior posts may prove disproportionately 

attractive to private sector applicants, which in turn may pose a challenge to the services strong 

public service ethos.  

Whereas institutional reform in the context of policing and justice agencies, was clearly 

delineated in the GFA, reform of the NICS features as an opaque reference in the subsequent 

Programme for Government.  

Unlike the GFA provisions for institutional reform, which are firmly grounded in specific 

human rights obligations and training, NICS reform is dislocated from the peace process and 

located firmly within the domain of administrative efficiency.  As such there is no requirement 

that the reform process be rights based and no obligation that NICS reform should seek to 

address the legacy of conflict or antecedent inequalities. 

The Review of Public Administration, envisaged reform ‘consistent with the arrangements and 

principles of the Belfast Agreement’ (OFMDFM, 2002). When operationalised however, 

compatibility with the GFA was interpreted to relate to the structures of the new 

administration, with no attention as to the applicability of the values of the framework 

agreement. 

A review of the NICS response to devolution commissioned in 2001 devotes a chapter to 

‘cultural issues’ within the NICS. Of note is the fact that while external consultees 

overwhelmingly identified culture as the biggest challenge for the NICS, while the SCS itself 

‘considered that the core values and culture of impartiality and integrity remained appropriate’ 

(OFMDFM, 2001,p4). A striking feature of the review is the fact that values are assessed solely 
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in terms of their capacity to administrate devolution with reference to the delivery of efficiency 

and effectiveness alone. The absence of any criteria grounded in social justice or conflict 

transformation locate the review firmly in the conceptual terrain of private sector reform.  

As a result of differing trajectories of institutional reform post- GFA, NICS values have been 

relatively insulated from the root and branch rights-based reform which may have identified 

gender as problematic, both compositionally and in respect of post-conflict policy.  

 

4.34 Cloistered 

 

The NICS’s insular nature is reflected in a comparatively higher rate of career service overlaid 

with a comparatively lower rate of workforce mobility when set against other civil service 

jurisdictions. In this context, gendered internal values, culture and norms remain undiluted by 

external perspectives.   

Greer, Jarman, & Azorsky (2015) used data drawn from Dodds Civil Service Companion 2012 

– 2013 to compare and contrast biographical profiles of elite bureaucrats (Director grades and 

above) across the devolved institutions and with Whitehall. The results are striking in 

illustrating NI’s insular distinctiveness. 73% of NI senior officials are deemed ‘insiders’; that 

is those with more than a 7-year tenure. 63% had spent their total career in NICS in comparison 

to 57% of Scottish SCS and 55% of Welsh SCS.  68% of the NI SCS had never worked in 

another civil service jurisdiction in the UK. 

 

Narrowing the focus to examine the NI top team by work experience – 63.16% had come from 

other government departments, 5.26% from government agencies and 5.26% from local 

government – none had come from the private sector, NGOs or professions (Greer et al, 2015). 

The Oxbridge system is recognised as having historically played a key role in the socialisation 

of senior civil servants (Savage, 1996; Silberman, 1993, p37). The NI SCS by contrast departs 

significantly from the UK average in this regard. Only 11% of NI’s SCS had attended Oxbridge 

in comparison to a UK SCS average of 50% (Greer et al, 2015). That is not to say however that 

the SCS in NI is more broadly representative or has been impervious to the reach of elite 

academic institutions. By contrast, NI’s own elite academic institutions; most notably the Royal 

Belfast Academical Institution. have longitudinally supplied many of the most senior and 

influential officials in the NICS (Oliver, 1978; Bloomfield, 1994; Hayes, 1995).  

Greer et al (2015, p39) note that while shared educational experience may improve coherence 

it may at the same time reduce diversity by contributing to a shared culture and set of personal 
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networks. A notable feature of those personal networks is their exclusively male, competitive 

and elite nature - the quintessential ‘old boys’ network’.  

 

The exclusionary dynamics which can accompany shared values are aptly attested to by 

Maurice Hayes who reflecting upon his experience as a Catholic in the SCS concludes that his 

sense of ‘difference’ was least likely to present overtly in religion or politics, but rather was 

experienced on the basis of ‘the friendships people had formed at school, the games they 

played, where they holidayed, what newspapers they read, the ordinary staple of daily 

converse.’ (Hayes 1999, p8). Hayes account of how he experienced ‘difference’ on the basis 

of minority status resonates strongly with Ballantine’s contemporary evidence of the continued 

existence of informal male networks within the SCS and their exclusionary impact on women 

(Ballantine et al, 2017).  

The SCS as relatively cloistered from the UK Civil Service infrastructure, together with the 

existence of a longitudinal relationship with elite academic institutions at its highest levels, 

provide further evidence in support of a distinct gender analysis of the nexus between SCS 

organisational culture and the decision-making process. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Attention to history and context reveals a suite of organisational values which have remained 

largely insulated from reform and which when operationalised regard equality as symmetrical 

treatment. As such core NICS values as understood and operationalised may be insufficient to 

respond to a historical legacy of structural discrimination and gender inequality.  

Notwithstanding resilience as a distinct feature of SCS culture, the meaning that individual 

bureaucrats may attach to values presents here as variable over time and space. For instance, 

the prohibition on the employment of married woman was considered compatible with the 

meritocratic recruitment in NI for almost 30 years after Whitehall had abandoned the practice. 

This offers both the prospect that it may be possible to re-orientate values but also that distinct 

contextually specific understanding of core values may be inculcated which reflect the post-

conflict context, but which nevertheless remain within the overarching UK framework. 

The history and specificity of the NICS attest to an organisation which values stability as a 

necessary aspect of governance, providing a bulwark to the exigencies of NI’s political and 

constitutional flux. Stability, however, has come at the cost of maintaining uneven power 

distribution. This may be a significant and hitherto under analysed factor in post-conflict 
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governance where conversely, the stability and legitimacy of the post-conflict dispensation 

may in fact require active redistribution in the context of antecedent inequalities. 

The absence of NICS, from the extensive programme of institutional reform specified by the 

1998 GFA, is identified here as a critical juncture in having divorced NICS reform from the 

trajectory of institutional reform prescribed for policing and criminal justice agencies, more 

typical of transitional justice models and grounded in human rights and equality. This trajectory 

locates NICS institutional reform within the wider devolution paradigm and as such path 

dependant processes may inhibit the ‘transformative’ public administration required to unlock 

the gender equality central to the GFA’s socially transformative promise. 
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Chapter 5 

Descriptive Representation - the gendered barriers to women’s progression and 

promotion in the NI SCS.  

 

Introduction  

This chapter uses a range of primary and secondary data; interviews with senior civil servants, 

biographical information, official documentation and transcripts of evidence from the 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry to examine the descriptive representation of women within 

the NI SCS. It examines internal gender equality policies and the process of their 

implementation and in doing so, identifies a series of distinctly gendered barriers to progression 

and promotion; which interact with gendered logics of appropriateness to effectively inhibit 

formal efforts to increase the descriptive representation of women at senior, decision-making 

grades.  

 

The chapter begins by identifying a series of gendered barriers and logics of appropriateness 

which result in a resilient homogeneity at senior grades. When taken in conjunction with 

precarity of the institutional context and evidence which supports the presence of informal 

networks, Bjarnegård's (2010) concept of homosocial capital is foregrounded as a driver for 

mobility within the service. The second section of the chapter considers how informal rules 

and norms and gendered logics of appropriateness operate to stymie formal policies for gender 

equality. Policy and practice in respect of flexible working arrangements are explicated as an 

exemplar for the capacity of informal rules and gendered logics of appropriateness to impede 

and in this instance, reorient formal provisions aimed at making the SCS more accessible to 

women. The final section of the chapter considers the practical implications of how gender is 

understood and instantiated within the NI SCS with recourse to the NICS Gender Action Plan 

2018 -2020. It illustrates how an understanding of gender as both a category of analysis and an 

active social process which mediates power (Scott, 1986), enables the identification of critical 

actors for gender equality within the service as senior men and not the individual women 

targeted by current gender initiatives. 
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5.1  Gendered actors  

 

Figure 5.1a (Northern Ireland Research and Information Service, 2019, p4; Northern 

Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, 2019) 

 

At face value, recent figures suggest that with women positioned at 38.4% in the SCS, the gap 

between men and women has reduced significantly (Northern Ireland Research and 

Information Service, 2019 p4). These figures include three female appointments to permanent 

secretary posts in 2019 indicating that the most senior position in government departments here 

has become considerably more accessible to women. While this may give some grounds for 

optimism based on the historical under-representation of women within the senior service, a 

failure to interrogate these figures may obscure some persistent dynamics and differentials. 

Among these, a leaky pipeline for women in the SCS together with a resilient homogeneity at 

the top of the service. 

Of the figures indicated above, one female permanent secretary is an inward secondment to the 

NICS, and as such remains in the employ of her originating organisation for the purpose of 

equality monitoring in Northern Ireland. Only two then of the current female permanent 

secretary cadre have emerged by successfully navigating NI SCS recruitment and promotion 

processes. Adjusting the composite figure accordingly, there are currently two female NICS 

Women

Men

NICS SCS Perm Sec

50%

38%
33%

50%

62%
67%

GENDER IN THE NICS 2019
Women Men
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permanent secretaries constituting 22% of the total number. Further disaggregating the SCS 

composite figure, to constituent grades reveals the extent of gender attrition at the top and 

further yields an inverse relationship between gender and decision-making power. 

 

Figure 5.1b: Gender by SCS Grade in comparison with NICS as a whole. 

 

 (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency; Northern Ireland Assembly Research 

and Information Service, 2019) 

 

A further difficulty arises in the failure to collect or publish data on a basis that would allow 

for an analysis of the intersecting aspects of identity, for example socio-economic status and 

gender, which may stratify women's exclusion from key decision-making positions. From 

existing data, we cannot know how gender intersects with socio-economic background, or any 

differential in the career trajectories of those with dependants and those without, as this 

information is simply not collected. Nevertheless, anecdotal, biographical and interview data 

considered for this research and discussed later in this chapter indicate that there are a range of 

factors which continue to make the SCS much more accessible for men, despite formal 

measures to improve gender equality in the senior grades. The combination of gender with 

social class, career service, and a historic regional concentration of posts intersect to stratify 

women’s ability to access key decision-making positions. 
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5.12  Class and social mobility in the SCS. 

Participants identified and indeed problematised class as an element of homogeneity in ways 

which provided strong support for O’Connor's (2013, 2017) finding that bureaucrats actively 

represented an organisational identity with an inherent capacity to usurp ‘primary’ 

characteristics: 

‘Actually one of the things that I think is going to be potentially more worrying for the 
civil service in the future is the class issue[…] it's a harder one to overcome because almost by 
definition once you become a civil servant you are middle class […] so you might have a 
working-class background  but you are no longer and if we’re not careful we start to look down 
our noses on people from a certain background and if that starts to influence the way we make 
policy then…’ 

Interview 3  
 

‘I do think if there's any kind of bias that creeps in accidentally it's probably that some 
people at one end of the table come from that more middle class, privileged background from 
people at the other end of the table. […] I'm as likely to lose out to something as a female 
because they'll go ‘listen to him.' [the words listen to him are delivered by the interviewee in a 
way intended to reflect contempt for his regional accent] 

Interview 6 
 

The elite dynamics which persist within the upper echelons of the SCS are not unique to the 

NICS (see Theakston and Fry, 1989; Barberis, 1996; Kavanagh and Richards, 2003). They are, 

however, distinctly reified by strong drivers for homosociability arising from the precarity of 

the institutional context and set against a backdrop of a reduced capacity for social mobility. 

Acker acknowledges that gender and class are not distinct processes of patriarchy and 

capitalism but instead are inextricable and mutually constitutive. The social relations that 

produce class are, she argues, gendered processes with the capacity to interact with systems of 

distribution and production mediated by gender roles and norms (Acker, 1988, p476). 

 

The previous chapter drew on historical biographical accounts (Oliver, 1978; Bloomfield, 

1994; Hayes, 1995) to demonstrate a historic relationship between the NI SCS and the single 

sex Royal Belfast Academical Institution. Contemporary biographical information too affirms 

that relationship as an enduring one. Both the current head of service, David Sterling and his 

immediate predecessor, Sir Malcolm McKibben are former ‘Instonians’, a fact not lost on SCS 

colleagues: 

‘If you look at some of the previous incumbents at the top, there’s a common 
denominator in where those men went to school..Inst..’ 
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Interview 12 
 

The fact that the most recent heads of service share an educational profile with their 

predecessors, which is unrepresentative of the broader population, provides strong 

circumstantial support for the existence of informal personal networks and a shared culture at 

the top (Greer, Jarman and Azorsky, 2015, p39). Notwithstanding the tradition for academic 

elitism at the apex of the public service, many would agree that third level education has 

undoubtedly become much more accessible. As such, increased reliance on graduate entry 

should not adversely impact hitherto marginalised groups. A 2011 analysis of fast stream 

applications in the UK civil service, however, revealed that over 70% of applications came 

from households with at least one parent in the higher managerial, administrative or 

professional occupational categories (Talbot, 2014 p749). 

Of those interviewed for this research, 86 % (18) indicated that they had accessed the SCS as 

a result of graduate fast track schemes or graduate entry from professions. Only 14% (3) of 

those interviewed had progressed to the SCS by way of internal promotion processes from 

entry-level positions (AO/AA grades). 

 
‘If you want something done, people will say, do you know what we need? A good fast 

streamer’. 
Interview 9 

 
‘I think there is a difference of view about the sort of people that people think of as 

apprentices. I think of school leavers. I think you can have two kinds of apprentices; school 
leavers and graduates but there doesn’t seem to be much chat about the school leavers.’ 

Interview 18 
 

The capacity for social mobility is a crucial aspect of fairness inherent to articulations of 

equality of opportunity and in particular the concept of ‘meritocratic legitimacy’ which is used 

to justify continuing inequalities of outcome which persist in equality of opportunity models 

(Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2007). In the hierarchical bureaucracy where, decision-making 

power and access to an economic dividend are concentrated at the apex, legitimacy inheres in 

fair access to these positions on the basis of merit alone. 

The capacity for progressive movement through the ranks to the apex has been stymied by the 

confluence of increasing complexity in the work of state bureaucracies. A scenario 

compounded by intermittent moratoriums on promotion and recruitment in the service, as a 

means of delivering efficiencies. One such moratorium followed the Stormont House 
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Agreement in 2014 and was in place for seventeen months, ending in April 2016. A voluntary 

exit scheme (2015 -2017) with its genesis in efficiencies as opposed to workforce planning, 

culminated in 2996 exits. While the extreme elitism of private preparatory schools and 

Oxbridge may be in decline (Talbot, 2014), a singular focus on fast stream/graduate entry may 

continue to consolidate the SCS as an elite social group. Figures obtained on request from 

NISRA (2019) illustrate that the most common route to the SCS is via graduate entry at 

EO11(Junior management level) level as opposed to internal promotion from the entry level 

grades of Administrative Assistant (AA) and Administrative Officer (AO).  

 

Table 5.12 

 

Women’s capacity to access the SCS from entry at administrative levels may be further 

inhibited as a result of the greater intermittency experienced in the course of their careers, 

through periods of maternity leave or as a result of caring responsibilities. This point is 

succinctly demonstrated by the interviewee below: 

 

‘My point is that because of movement in the system, it takes you a long time to get 
promoted. So, if you start off in the civil service as an AO you’re waiting on corporate 
competitions to come up or individual jobs to come up to move up each grade and you can 
hardly ever jump grades. So if you start as an AO in your early 20s and you’re a woman […] 
you might have to wait a long time to get to be an EO1 to then get to be an SO, to then get to 
be a Deputy Principal, and if there’s a constraint on public sector finance there’s less 
movement through the system […]. If you layer on to that that you’re also a woman and if 
you decide to have children, then you’re maybe losing years out of that as well. It could 
maybe take you longer to get to grade 5 so by the time you get to grade 5 you’re already 
beginning to think well, I’m three years off retirement , do I really want to be a grade 3 for 
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my last 3 years or am I choosing to do different things. Or you may be in a different stage 
where perhaps you’re caring for elderly parents etc […] that may all impact on your decision 
not to put yourself forward. 

 
Interview 8 

 
These figures indicate that socio-economic background may intersect with gender in ways 

which stratify women’s exclusion from key decision-making positions. 

 

5.13  The gender dynamics of centralisation and regional imbalance. 

A further disparity with profoundly gendered implications occurs in the concentration of senior 

posts in the greater Belfast area  

 

Table 5.13  The location of SCS posts in Northern Ireland 

   

Local Government Area 
Sum of 
Population 

Sum of SCS 
posts 

Antrim and Newtownabbey 141700 1 
Ards and North Down 160100 20 
Armagh, Banbridge 
Craigavon   
Belfast 340200 179 
Causeway Coast and Glens 143900 10 
Derry and Strabane 150500 3 
Fermanagh and Omagh 116300 1 
Lisburn and Castlereagh   
Mid and East Antrim 138200 1 
Mid Ulster 146400 1 
Newry, Mourne and Down 179000 1 
Grand Total 1516300 217 
   

 

NISRA, 2019 
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Figure 5.13 Location of SCS posts in Northern Ireland by local government area. 

 

 
 

This centralisation and the clustering of senior grades in Belfast presents particular difficulties 

for women located west of the Bann, for whom a promotion opportunity in Belfast would 

require a daily commute of three to four hours. 

In one interview, a former SCS faced with an average four-hour daily commute recounted how 

she had relocated to Belfast for the duration of her tenure, spending one weeknight and 

weekends in the family home. The participant acknowledged that her ability to do so required 

a high level of support from her husband who worked part-time hours in order to care for their 

school-age children (Interview 21). This situation is not reflective of broader social norms in 

Northern Ireland, where it remains much more common for women to retain primary 

responsibility for the reconciliation of caring and domestic responsibilities with employment. 

Economic statistics affirm the persistence of deeply embedded gender norms in respect of 

caring and domestic responsibilities. Women constitute 82 % of those in part-time employment 

in NI, and a third of working-age women were considered to be economically inactive (NISRA, 
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2018). This compares unfavourably with the UK average where women constituted 73% of 

those in part-time employment (Women’s Budget Group, 2018) and 25.6% of those deemed 

economically inactive (Office of National Statistics, 2018).  The most common reason for 

economic activity among men was recorded as sickness and disability.  For women, however, 

the most common reason was unpaid caring responsibilities.  Economic activity rates were 

lowest for working age women with a youngest dependent child of pre-school age. 

Untypically high levels of domestic support, however, resonate with the accounts of other 

senior women interviewed for this research, in which it was common to find evidence of high 

levels of spousal/family support for childcare: 

 
‘I am bucking the trend; my husband is a stay at home dad, but very often I find it's 

assumed it will be the female role.’ 
Interview 14 

 
 ‘My husband is also a civil servant, and we shared that, he took unpaid leave for two to 
three weeks, and I took two to three weeks unpaid leave, and we were able to do that, just in 
the summer holidays.’ 

Interview 11 
 

‘We have always worked a pattern where one of us works from home on a Friday 
afternoon. I do one week; he does the next.’ 

Interview15 
 

Commuting for many women however remains an impractical option: 

‘We have a number of network offices, and again they would be predominantly women, 
they are up in Derry, Coleraine, Ballymena, Omagh and a lot of ladies […] will not go for 
promotion, because quite often it means coming to Belfast, so that is a barrier too.’ 

Interview 7 
 

Here, ostensibly universal legacies of structural discrimination which manifest in the 

infrastructural underdevelopment of the North West region intersect with the contemporary 

logics of appropriateness which relate to gender roles, revealing powerful impediments to 

career progression for women resident in the North West region and in the employment of the 

NICS. 
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5.14 Career service and the Whitehall model 

‘I’m only in about 14 years which for [names department] would be pretty much an 
outsider because a lot of people come into the department and grow up and never go anywhere 
else.’ 

Interview 16 
 

In assessing the extent to which reform of the UK civil service has impacted on the 

quintessential Whitehall model, Greer and Jarman (2010) implement three tests designed to 

test the resilience or otherwise of the internal labour market and lifelong career paths. Those 

with over seven years' service were deemed insiders. To ascertain the impact of external 

recruitment, civil servants were further classified on the basis of their previous post. If this post 

was within another government department, civil servants were deemed genetic. Lifetime civil 

servants were those who had never worked outside of the service in the course of their career. 

 

Applying Greer and Jarman’s (2010) typology to interview participants in this research is 

particularly revealing both in its abstraction and juxtaposition with comparable UK figures. 

 

Table 5.14a 

n21 Insider Genetic Lifetime 

NI SCS 85.71% 18 90.47% 19 57.14% 12 

 

 

Table 5.14b  

 Insider Genetic Lifetime 

NI SCS 

n21 

86% 90% 57% 

Home Civil Service 

(SCS)  n126 

69% 75% 59% 

Home Civil Service figures: (Greer, Jarman and Azorsky, 2015, p43) 
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In comparative terms, the figures here position the NI SCS as more ‘Whitehall’ than Whitehall. 

Where variance does occur in the lifetime service figure, this should be considered in the 

context of the recent voluntary exit scheme in NI. The project evaluation reveals that 22 SCS 

exited under these arrangements and that exits were concentrated in the area of general service 

(Department of Finance, 2017). This figure represents an approximate 10% attrition in the SCS, 

among those most likely to have a higher propensity for lifetime service. Caution is warranted 

in light of the sample size. The use of figures here should be regarded as indicative and 

complementary to the qualitative nature of this analysis.  

Considering the implications of these findings in abstraction, career service associated with the 

Whitehall model exists in furtherance of the models defining attribute; which Greer and 

Jarman’s (2010) systematic review identifies as the outworking of political neutrality. That 

mechanisms for neutrality borne of the requirements of majoritarian government remain deeply 

embedded and reified in the informal institutional fabric of the NI SCS signals a potential 

disjuncture/imbalance with those values required to give effect to power-sharing government 

which affords a higher premium to representativeness over neutrality. The gendered 

implications of a neutrality norm ingrained in the very DNA of the NI SCS have profound 

implications for the substantive representation of women and minorities in the policy making 

process. While the implications of a strong neutrality norm are fully explicated and discussed 

in the next chapter, it is suffice to note here that the genetic hardwiring of the organisation 

toward the outworking of neutrality is incongruous with the paradigm shift toward 

representativeness, envisaged by inclusive power-sharing  government and the section 75 

statutory mainstreaming duty. The duty requires civil servants to actively represent the interests 

of women and minorities in the policy making process, a process which may require the 

development differentiated and redistributive policy responses in light of structural 

inequalities. A further inhibitor for the active representativeness of minorities and diversity of 

decision making is located in the homogeneity of the SCS 

 

5.15 Homogeneity, precarity and the case for homosocial capital. 

‘One of the things that does concern me a lot is our life experience is not typical…you 
put a bunch of senior civil servants in a room. They are not a cross section of society.’  

Interview 11  
 
The relative homogeneity of senior grades calls into question merit as the sole arbiter of access 

to senior decision-making positions and when contextualised with institutional precarity and 
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increased exposure to risk in decision-making, foregrounds Bjarnegard’s concept of 

homosocial capital in respect of informal network access: 

‘Having a large amount of homosocial capital can be interpreted as posing the 
compulsory entrance fee to these informal networks that are seen to safeguard informal 
predictability. Having access to homosocial capital thus minimises unpredictability whilst 
maximising network access.’ (Bjarnegård, 2010 p214) 
 

Kanter (1977) argues that uncertainty in organisations creates an active driver for a 

homogenous group of decision-makers because homogeneity is seen as a device which 

guarantees a certain level of stability and continuity through shared values and behaviour. The 

concept of homosocial capital gives concrete expression to some of the unconscious 

considerations people make when expanding informal networks: 

‘and that’s where the merit principle is at one level absolutely fine and at another level 
in my view carries great risks because we’re human beings..and so actually what makes 
me..how do I identify a person who I believe is genuinely the best for the job and actually quite 
a lot of it is..they think like me.’ 

Interviewee 11 

 

When formal institutions are ineffective, informal institutions can play the role of being 

substitutive or competing (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004, 2006). Here, homosocial capital is 

substitutive of formal institutional arrangements which have failed to provide the requisite 

stability and continuity for governance. The unintended consequence, however, has been to 

supplant formal provisions for gender equality in the SCS which exist as dislocated from the 

informal processes in use. 

While men remain the primary beneficiaries of the informal networks which instantiate 

homosocial capital (see chapter two), the concept of homosocial capital is sufficiently 

responsive to acknowledge that not all women are equally removed from the ability to access 

senior positions in the SCS. Women who can access homosocial capital do so by their 

‘predictability' – this is likely to be greater when those women have had career service, graduate 

entry and do not pose a significant challenge to dominant culture and practice:  

‘do they conform somehow to that vision which is male ..a male thing, even though 
they are all different.. are they recognisable to the male, leadership culture… they are not 
outliers’. 

Interview 12 
 



 

111 
 

 

A further element of homosocial capital rests in its capacity to impact beyond the level of the 

individual. At a macro level, homogeneity can bleed into the policy-making process, in ways 

which may disadvantage women and other marginalised groups with whom decision-makers 

share few characteristics:  

‘Any organisation that has a homogenous group of staff, the product is going to be 
imprinted on as a consequence of that […] if we have predominantly male, middle class, senior 
leadership in an organisation, depending on how good we are at co-production and consultation 
and engagement with citizens and with stakeholder groups, it will all have an impact on the 
policy product that you get.’ 

Interview 8 
 

Homosociability provides a vital entry point for understanding how power is both gendered 

and instantiated through informal institutions: 

‘So those are the sort of areas where I think generally where we are not as diverse as 
we might be..impacts on our ability to think more widely about the impact of some of the things 
that we see as workable solutions.’ 

Interview 11  
 

With lived experience effectively bracketing the range of options which may be perceived as 

workable solutions in any given context, Schattschneider’s (1961, p71) view that the ability to 

define alternatives, is the supreme instrument of power proves particularly prescient and 

resonates strongly with the example presented here: 

I think we could have a very good discussion about ..well you only get 35 quid for your 
school uniform allowance and the Department’s budget’s under pressure so ..like you know..35 
quid is hardly going to break the bank. So, we could get rid of the school uniform allowance 
but actually we’re not living the kind of lives where 35 quid can make a hell of a difference 
and we don’t see that. […] particularly in these policy areas, I think we do have a risk …free 
prescriptions for goodness sake a box of paracetamol in Asda is only 19p, so we are capable of 
having a world view that reflects... [privilege] 

Interview 11 
 

The informal networks mediated by homosocial capital have evolved as a protective device to 

ensure stability and continuity against the precarity of the political context. Shared values and 

culture ensure a high level of coherence in the SCS top team; however, the corollary has been 

to inhibit diversity of life experience in decision-making:  

 

‘I spent a time when I moved to education and was looking at early years …really not 
understanding... what on earth is so difficult about a bedtime routine for children? What is so 
difficult about getting your kids bathed, supper, story, sleep? What on earth is so difficult about 
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that? […]and I remember going up in the middle of the feud in Ballymurphy and spending a 
few days with the primary schools and the nursery school up in Ballymurphy and starting to 
think about the stories the principals were telling me about the lives that people led and 
realising yeah XXXX that really is very easy for you as you come home from your well-paid 
job to your supportive husband and your nice house. But do you know what …if your partner 
has an addiction, hasn't got a job. If there are people actually trying to drive a JCB at your 
house in the middle of the night. If you actually don’t have the money to run the meter so 
you’re turning the lights off at 7 O’clock…Do you know what? I’d like to see your chances of 
having a bedtime routine. Actually it took me to do something a wee bit different to get me to 
realise [that] although I didn’t know and although I couldn’t experience, and thank god didn’t 
have to experience, some of the awfulness of other people’s lives, at least I was starting to 
realise that the world wasn’t as I saw it. But even me doing that was very unusual’. 

Interview 11 
 
As the quote above illustrates, while the lack of diversity is most acutely evidenced in gender 

composition at the top, its policy impact is much more likely to be felt in the lives of the most 

marginalised women. Having considered gender in the context of the under representation of 

women at senior grades in the NI SCS, the next section of the chapter reflects on the gendered 

and gendering aspects of SCS culture and practice. 

 

5.2  Rules in use and gendered logics of appropriateness 

This section of the chapter uses two examples which illustrate and operationalise the interaction 

of formal and informal rules in SCS culture and practice, with gendered effect. It uses Ostrom’s 

(2005) analysis that the institutional environment is, at any time governed by a mix of informal 

and formal institutions constituting rules in use as an entry point (see chapter two). In this 

context, this section considers the gendered aspects of mobility within the SCS and further 

examines the rhetoric and the reality of policy and practice in respect of (in) flexible working 

processes. 

 

5.21  Lateral Mobility 

Mobility in the SCS is closely allied to career advancement with access to the most senior 

grades contingent upon the ability of prospective candidates to demonstrate breadth and depth 

of experience across a range of government departments and functions. While lateral 

movement does not represent a promotion of itself, it can nevertheless confer a distinct 

advantage in the acquisition of skills and experience. Interviews with participants indicated a 

high degree of informality with regard to internal movement and further revealed the centrality 

of informal networks to the selection and deployment of staff: 
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‘Then I moved following a phone call from somebody I would have worked for before, 

who was setting up a new unit in here. He rang me and asked me if I would like to move to the 
[…]’  

Interview 11 
 

‘So, I was looking for a move, and my old boss, the guy who had been my first boss 
when I’d first got promoted. He’d just got promoted to being the permanent secretary in 
Department X […] and he asked me would I come and work for him.’ 

Interview 15  
 

In isolation, comments from participants might be taken to suggest individualised decisions, 

and as such outwith the domain of informal institutions (See chapter three). Evidence to the 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, however, situates these actions as the outworking of a 

centralised process, co-ordinated at the highest levels of the service:  

 

‘Dr. MacLean: I just was interested in the selection process for Mr. Mills. Was that 
something that you ran yourself? 
Mt Thompson: No, Senior Civil Service moves were discussed and agreed by the permanent 
secretaries, who met every Friday morning, but once a month, that changed to a review – sorry 
not a review […] they had a title for themselves when they went into that. You would have to 
ask David Sterling that. 
Mr. Lunny: The permanent secretaries’ group? 
Mr. Thompson: Yes, it was the permanent secretaries’ group which met every Friday morning. 
But whenever they consider personnel moves-. If it was a competition, that's one thing. But 
civil service moves other than that were decided by the permanent secretaries group.’ 

The Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018a p72 

‘ In the SCS there's a whole series of moves now, and I don't know what posts might be 
available if I wanted to express interest if I might be interested..there’s no transparency, we 
call it the slave market, the permanent secretaries all sit around the table…’ 

Interview 2 
 

Taken in conjunction with the previous section of this chapter, the informal process for the 

selection and deployment of staff can be understood as providing a route which instantiates 

homosocial capital and informal network access. Using Helmke and Levitsky’s typology of 

informal institutions (2004, 2006), the informal system in use here exists in competition to 

formal provisions for selection and recruitment which would otherwise constrain the ability of 

actors to regulate admission to networks.   

New formal provisions for transparency in recruitment and selection have not supplanted older 

gender biased norms which facilitate patronage. Instead, they have displaced them to the 

informal system where they continue to constitute ‘rules in use' (Ostrom, 2005). 
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It is important to acknowledge that the function of informal institutions here is not as 

reactionary to the entry of women into the senior civil service, nor do they constitute a form of 

backlash with the exclusion of women as their objective. It is much more likely that contextual 

antecedents have prompted recourse to the old and increased the ‘gendered’ liability of the new 

(Mackay, 2014). In this context, where the institutions which regulate recruitment and selection 

are temporally nested, informal selection processes predicated on personal relationships 

represent a ‘remembering of the old ‘(Leach and Lowndes, 2007) and are employed where new 

rules have been inadequate, incomplete or irresponsive to the demands placed upon the service. 

The continuing political instability and precarity of the political context allied to the 

intermittency of the power-sharing government has created a concomitant need for stability, 

predictability, and continuity within the bureaucracy for the provision of public services. This 

demand for coherence and stability may have the unintended consequence of consolidating 

informal networks and homosocial capital. 

 

5.22 Vertical mobility in the SCS 

Promotion in the SCS may occur as a consequence of an individual recruitment competition or 

by a successful promotion board. Individual competitions which relate to general service 

positions have historically been internal but in recent years have been increasingly open to 

external applicants in an effort to increase diversity in the SCS. Applicants are shortlisted 

against stipulated criteria (usually drawn from the NICS competency framework) and 

interviewed accordingly. Promotion boards, by contrast, represent a large volume recruitment 

process. The objective is not to fill specific vacancies but rather to establish a list of staff 

deemed appointable to a higher grade in the event of vacancies which may occur at that level.   

 

Due to the high volume of applications, assessment tests have historically formed an 

intermediary step between application and selection for interview. In the 2017 Grade 5 General 

Service promotion board, NICS HR implemented new bespoke arrangements, designed under 

contract by Chartered Occupational Psychologists Cassin Scott (NICS HR, 2019). Bespoke 

tests were commissioned on foot of research commissioned by the departmental scrutiny 

committee which had identified the use of generic psychometric tests as particularly 

problematic for women and minority groups.  In the nine selection tests used in seven 

recruitment competitions between 2007 and 2011, men performed better than women in all 

nine tests. Protestants performed better than Catholics in eight out of nine tests.  Candidates 
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without a disability performed better than those with a disability in five out of six tests and 

younger candidates performed better than older candidates in eight out of eight tests (Barry, 

2012 p2). 

 

To offset the gendered disadvantage of assessment tests, the overall test score in the 2017 Grade 

5 promotion board was computed by giving the management decisions test (which was 

expected to favour female candidates) three times the weighting of the analysing information 

test (a numerical test in which women had traditionally underperformed) (NICS HR, 2019). A 

total of 492 applicants; 279 men and 262 women, were invited to attend selection tests. Of the 

435 staff who attended the first round of selection tests, 138 men and 86 women passed to the 

next stage of the competition (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, 2018). At the 

end of the process, only 14 candidates were deemed appointable at Grade 5; nine men and five 

women. A subsequent review of the promotion board process conducted by NISRA, reveals a 

drop off in the figures given for those who were invited to attend the assessment centre, and 

those who completed the first test. A research request was made to NICS HR which sought 

information regarding the gender breakdown for those who did not attend the test centre, the 

location of the assessment centre, the time commitment required to complete the suite of tests, 

and whether childcare or TOIL was offered to applicants.  NICS HR responded to indicate that 

60 applicants did not attend and that 33 of those who did not attend were women (representing 

a figure of 15% of the total number of female applicants), which of itself is greater than any 

attrition between the individual stages of the processes subjected to analysis by NISRA.  

 

NICS HR further indicated that information was not held or available in respect of the queries 

made regarding the availability of time off in Lieu (TOIL) or childcare for applicants (NICS 

HR, 2019).  In a subsequent promotion board, however, held in June 2019 for prospective 

Deputy Principals and Staff Officer grades, the assessment centre was located in Belfast, tests 

were conducted over 4 hours, in addition to any travel time to and from the centre. No 

arrangements for childcare or TOIL were indicated on the information to applicants (HR 

Connect, 2019). This suggests that greater impediments to women’s participation are more 

likely to be grounded in the gendered logics of appropriateness which relate to caring and 

domestic labour. Here the conceptual shortfall works to prevent the identification of the 

structural barriers which continue to exist for women and further inhibits the collection of data 

which would affirm them. Despite remedial action, the promotion board process continued to 
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disproportionately impact women suggesting that problems with the process may be more 

fundamental in nature. 

 

The analysis of the process raises key issues both in terms of what we can ascertain from the 

figures but more significantly perhaps, from the failure of subsequent analysis to consider those 

issues which do not lend themselves so readily to quantification. Here, the gendered logic of 

appropriateness which is embedded in the promotion board process: 

 ‘The whole promotion board system, I would never have got through that, and I'm not 
even sure I would have wanted to get through that because I want to have control over my life. 
I want to be able to decide where I want to go and work and the jobs I want to do, and the [way] 
systems work here, you have no idea. So, if you apply for a promotion, it's a general board. 
First of all, you have to go through some assessment. You’ve got people who have done 30 
years’ service, none of that seems to count. It just seems to be about how you perform in a test 
which will play to certain people’s strengths and not others and then there is a line drawn as to 
who gets interviewed and then people get interviewed, they don’t know what jobs they are 
going for, what location so it takes no account of their other life.’ 

Interview 18 

 

The gendered logic of the promotion board system is manifest in the implicit assumption of 

full-time domestic support and in this way reflects embedded gender norms which are passed 

off as universal or gender neutral. Going forward for a general service promotion board requires 

applicants to volunteer for relocation in the absence of the knowledge where a new post might 

be located, what that post might entail and whether it will require fundamental shifts to existing 

caring /domestic logistics. They must proceed in the absence of knowledge that future 

requirements for alternative/flexible working can or could be accommodated. Indeed, 

successful applicants with alternative working patterns may be passed over on lists of 

appointable applicants because the vacancy arising has been arbitrarily determined 

incompatible with alternative working on the basis of ‘business need’. Under these 

circumstances, the existing system is wholly irresponsive to the realities and practicalities of 

women’s lives. Moreover, the decision to process requests and retain information on AWP’s 

at the level of individual departments rather than centrally by NICS HR prevents the 

identification of gendered patterns, dynamics and inconsistencies of application  

 

The NICS remedial focus on elements of process and micro causation and in particular the 

recourse to biology through the psychometric aspects of selection tests is indicative of liberal 

bureaucratic rationality, which evidentially privileges that which can be seen and counted, 
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dislocated from the macro social context. The ability to identify, problematise and disrupt the 

gendered logic of appropriateness at work, however, requires a fundamental shift to the 

recognition of gender as a social process and not as a category of analysis with antecedents in 

biology. 

 

5.23 (In) flexible working  

Flexible working arrangements are conceptually located within the paradigm of equal 

opportunities and designed to enable employees to achieve a more satisfactory work/life 

balance through the reconciliation of work and caring responsibilities. In the identification of 

barriers to participation at the individual rather than systemic level, it is an approach to equality 

consistent with liberalism and neo-liberal approaches to gender equality.  

 

Formal rules in respect of alternative working patterns are located in the NICS Staff handbook; 

section 3.10 (Department of Finance, 2019) and underpinned by a suite of legislative 

arrangements which confer a right to request alternative working patterns (AWP). Article 112f 

of the Employment Rights (NI) Order 1996 confers a right to request amendments to working 

patterns. The legislation is amended by section 19 of the Work and Families Act NI (2015) 

which removed a need to demonstrate caring responsibilities for a child or person with 

disabilities in this regard.  

Applications for AWP are in the first instance considered by the line manager and adjudicated 

against business need. The NICS has been credited with being at the forefront of the 

introduction of flexible working practices in Northern Ireland and commended as ‘an exemplar 

organisation in this aspect of flexible working’ (Report on the Inquiry into Flexible Working 

in the Public Sector in Northern Ireland, 2015 p4). 

Analysis of interviews and data obtained from NICS HR for this research suggests that when 

the SCS is disaggregated as a distinct entity; a clear distinction can be observed between the 

rhetoric of flexible working and a reality in which formal policy is critically undermined by a 

culture of long hours and presenteeism, and further eroded by the reality of resource 

constraints. The interplay of formal and informal rules here may operate in direct opposition 

to policy intent by actually entrenching gendered logics of appropriateness. 
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5.24 The rhetoric and reality of AWP 

Interviews with SCSs revealed that AWP's which involved reduced or compressed hours did 

not represent a reduction of working hours in real terms but rather reflected the displacement 

of those hours, rendering them less visible and unremunerated: 

‘For a good while at Grade 5 I would have been going home, and once I got the kids to 
bed, I would have been getting stuck into my emails…but that was me…it was my sense of 
trying to keep up with things. It depended where you worked. There were a few areas where I 
would be 100% certain that if I sent an email at 9 or 10 o'clock at night, I would have got a 
reply’. 

Interview 11 
 

‘I mean our jobs are not designed to be flexible, and we talk about flexible working, 
but I honestly don't think I could. I mean if I went in tomorrow and I said can I go down to a 
four-day week, the answer would immediately be yes, immediately be yes. I would not be 
going down to a four-day week I would be going down to four days’ pay.’ 

Interview 15 
 

‘One of the females works compressed hours she does [a] grade 5 [post] in 4 days, I 
don't know how she does it, but she does it and does it very well. At her request, she wanted to 
do compressed hours to have Friday off. Now she still ends up sending emails and doing stuff 
on Friday. In saying that she seems to quite like that, she seems to be very good at that sort of 
stuff. Compressed hours are possible, but they are very difficult. They are very demanding. 
[…] you have to cram meetings into four days, and then you end up carrying work home. It 
can have a big impact.’ 

Interview 13 
 

 

5.25  AWPs and career progression 

Statistics in relation to AWP illustrate that while all posts are nominally considered for AWP, 

in reality, the availability of AWP decreases in line with the seniority of the post. 
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Table 5.25 NICS/SCS AWPs by department and gender 

Department AWP's Male  Female SCS Male 
SCS 
female  Total staff 

DAERA 693 207 486 1 1 2907 
DE 137 19 118 0 1 549 
DFC 2486 419 2067 0 1 7437 
DFE 329 56 273 1 1 1067 
DFI 730 465 265 0 0 3010 
DOF 874 180 694 0 2 3558 
DOH 156 33 123 0 5 526 
DOJ 536 96 440 1 2 1970 
TEO 69 11 58 1 4 298 

 

Data obtained from NICS HR indicates that SCS AWPs constitute less than 1% of the total 

AWPs in the NICS. 

 

Figure 5.25(b) SCS AWPs as a percentage of the total NICS AWPs 

 

Interview analysis provides an explanatory rationale for this inverse relationship in identifying 

powerful informal impediments to AWP. Interviews suggest that in filling posts, the demands 

placed upon senior staff may informally pre-dispose decision making in respect of AWP. 

Interviews further reveal a culture in which alternative working is taken to imply a lesser 

commitment to the post. The formal right to request an alternative working pattern co-exists 
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with informal rules which not only restrict availability, but which may also present a significant 

barrier to career progression for many women: 

‘I got my grade 3 post; it had been advertised as a full-time post, I applied for it, I did 
have the very tentative conversation with my boss around the ..what are the chances of keeping 
my working pattern ? to which the response was ‘don't even ask’,’ 

Interview 11 
 

‘When you get senior people looking at who do I want in that job because if you're 
carrying a very broad range of responsibilities you need people in there you know you can rely 
on, the work only goes one way, it doesn't go down. It comes up and you're having to step in 
to pick [up]. So obviously you're having to look very carefully to see do I have someone in 
there who will give me the support I need, and part of that consideration will be inevitably be, 
well is this person going to be available throughout the whole week, part of the week? And 
when they aren't there what happens? and I think that does.. I’m quite sure that does impact on 
people’s decision making.’  

Interview 13 
 

‘I’d be interested in reducing my hours, […] because I have caring responsibilities for 
[…] at the minute. So not because I’m not committed but because I might want to change my 
work pattern, at that point if you mention changing your working pattern you’re not interested 
anymore. You’re written off. You’re a failure.’ 

Interview 2 
 

While the majority of participants identified AWP as problematic for women in accessing 

senior positions, it was not universally perceived as a barrier. Of note here however is the 

recognition of positionality as a significant factor and the synergies with homosocial capital 

discussed previously in this chapter: 

 

‘I never had any problem from ministers down and there's something about having the 
confidence to say ‘Now Minister, remember I won't be with you if you're going to have that 
meeting at 4 pm on a Monday’ and people were hugely respectful and accepting of it. But I 
think that's not unrelated to your own credibility and the confidence with which you can assert 
yourself and I'm not ignorant of that dimension of it.’ 

Interview 11 
 

5.26  Long hours culture: Presenteeism or context? 

In attempting to establish whether the extracurricular commitment attached to SCS posts 

constituted evidence of a culture of presenteeism or had its genesis in resource constraints, 

interviews offered evidence which could be taken to support both propositions.  

Respondents indicated that working long hours did have cultural standing: 
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‘My own boss does not work long hours, but he talks as though he does, but he doesn’t. 
He absolutely doesn’t. He is older obviously and doesn’t have any dependants but would still 
be out the door like a shot at half three on a Friday.’ 

Interview 15 
 

‘I think that there is definitely a culture of first in at your desk, last to leave. Visibility 
is still…’ 

Interview 2 
 

‘I think we put ourselves under that pressure. I think there’s a bit of polishing your 
badge, saying I worked to 9 O’clock last night on these papers or sending emails at 
midnight…there is a wee bit of that. I don’t do that…’ 

Interview 6 
 

Conversely, respondents also acknowledged the need to work beyond contracted hours in order 

to meet the needs of the post: 

 

‘There is no senior civil servant working contracted hours. You have got to go over and 
above just to keep your head above water. That’s a barrier for anybody that’s got any form of 
caring,’ 

Interview 2 
 

‘Mr Aiken: — the phone doesn’t stop, the visitors don’t stop, and this stuff you need 
peace and quiet to read. So, is that generally your practice? That you’d have been reading it at 
home?  
Mr. Cooper: Yes. At night. Not all at once, but, you know, at night or the weekend — if I had 
it over the weekend — that's what I would do, in the main. Now, there would be the odd one 
you would get a couple of hours to look at, but, you know… 
Mr. Aiken: It would generally be extracurricular activity 
Mr. Cooper: Oh yes. 
Mr. Aiken: — if I can put it that way. 
Dame Una O'Brien: Can I just ask was that normal, the volume of paperwork for that one? Mr. 
Cooper: That would be more than normal.’ 
 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018a p95 

Of further note, was the observation that women who had entered the SCS through professions 

(i.e., law and finance) acknowledged the requirement to work additional hours but were less 

likely to problematise it, having experienced less favourable conditions in the private sector 

(Interviews 3 and 4). This distinction provides some support for the view that external 

recruitment as a means of attracting senior women to the SCS may be a more attractive option 

to private sector applicants: 

 



 

122 
 

 

‘If you’ve got extra stuff over and above what you can cope with during the day, then 
it’s up to you to take your work home and work over the weekends and there’s very little 
recognition for that but because I came from the private sector that was quite normal to me.’ 

Interview 4 
 

Perhaps most revealing in adjudicating whether culture or context is determinant in respect of 

long hours is Dr. Andrew McCormick's (then permanent secretary of the Dept of the Economy) 

evidence to the RHI Inquiry: 

 

‘Dr. McCormick: […] as a senior manager, one thing we talk about at that level is that 
we need to push against a long-hours culture. It is almost a sort of reputational point there that 
people observe, and it's not appropriate. It's not — it doesn't promote the right balances and 
ways of working within the Civil Service. Now, there are times when you have to stretch, and 
I think everybody knows that, but we shouldn't be in a situation where work can only proceed 
if we have people working all the hours. 
Mr. Scoffield QC: But, if that point was made to Chris Stewart, notwithstanding your culture 
of trying to move away from a long-hours culture, should that not have been ringing alarm 
bells, if the person in the post, which everyone knows is heavily loaded  
Dr McCormick: Yes.  
Mr. Scoffield QC: — is saying, “I can’t work all of the hours, perhaps, that my predecessor 
worked, and, you know, I feel the post would be better suited to someone who had more time 
to devote to it out of normal working hours”?  
Dr. McCormick: Um [Short pause.] No, I think that's a fair line of questioning, and I don't think 
we did anything directly about it at the time. We probably were wanting — trying to keep the 
show on the road.’ 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018e p11 

Dr. Mc Cormick’s evidence illustrates that while critical actors adopted a formal position in 

opposition to a long hours culture, a higher premium was attached to ‘keeping the show on the 

road,' effectively legitimising long hours. Recourse to long hours may represent further 

evidence of ‘remembering the old and forgetting the new' (Mackay, 2014) where old rules are 

re-appropriated to fill the gaps which emerge where new rules are under-responsive to context. 

 

Interviews further revealed that a long hours culture generated a deterrent effect, operating in 

opposition to formal policies which aim to encourage more applications from women to the 

SCS: 

‘Recently there was a SCS competition, and I have a friend who didn't put himself 
forward and another friend who did […] both were reluctant to make the leap into SCS as a 
result of the long hours culture.’ 

Interview 6 
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‘I would certainly know of females who have said that they would look up at those in 
senior positions and the hours they work, the pressure that they’re under, the range of 
responsibilities that they have, and they just feel that’s not for them. That’s not something that 
would fit with what their responsibilities are, […]and I don’t think that’s just a female thing, 
that’s for both, but it would impact more I suspect on females and I think that is an issue that 
the SCS needs to grapple with.’ 

Interview 13 
 

5.27 Fundamental flaws and unintended consequences   

In being irresponsive to the social construction of gender, SCS policy on AWP may have the 

effect of reifying and reproducing gendered logics of appropriateness. The existing practice of 

AWP as the preserve of women juxtaposed with a culture in which long hours are valorised 

may function to reinforce and re-cast gender stereotypes. Figures obtained from NICS HR, 

listed at table 6.25 above affirm that AWPs are predominantly the preserve of female 

employees: 

 

 

Figure 5.27 AWPs in the NICS by gender. 

 

In the context of gender binaries, AWP are both feminised and stigmatised as reflecting a lesser 

commitment to the job: 

‘My boss phoned me on Friday afternoon. I work from home on Friday afternoon and 
I DO WORK from home […] but […] I didn’t see the missed call. The voicemail only appeared 
about 8 that night so I then emailed immediately, […]I was up to high doh that he missed me, 
that he was looking for me and couldn't get me, whereas the amount of times I've been trying 
to get him and couldn't, and it wouldn't occur to me to judge him in any way but I immediately 
was going ‘shit,' and he brought it up this morning. He said, ‘I was trying to get you on Friday', 
so I have that feeling of oh no, oh no   

Men
25%

Women
75%

AWPS IN NICS BY GENDER

Men Women
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MR: Almost guilt? 
Respondent: Oh, total guilt! Total guilt because I don't want them, I say them, I don't know 
who them are, I don't want the system or whoever to think that I'm not every bit as committed 
or dedicated or professional as my male colleagues.’ 

Interview 15 
 

An approach to AWP cognisant of gender as socially constructed would, by contrast, require 

actions which aim to challenge and disrupt the gender stereotypes which valorise male 

behaviour and stigmatise female behaviour and in so doing constrain opportunities for both 

men and women: 

‘MR: and as you say as well it’s about ..it’s not just about women, it’s about men as 
well and that men don’t feel that it’s devaluing of them to ask to work from home and to take 
the caring responsibilities 
Respondent: I would personally admire them. It’s interesting that they tend not to want it to be 
known.’   

Interview 2 
 

Reflecting on flexible working practices in the NICS, Sir George Bain acknowledged that ‘an 

example must be shown by senior leadership, and unless the very top management levels are 

prepared to work in that way and set the example, it will not work’ (Report on the Inquiry into 

Flexible Working in the Public Sector in Northern Ireland, 2015). This contrasts with figure 

5.26b which affirms that SCS AWP’s account for less than 1% of the total of AWPs in the 

NICS. 

Challenging and disrupting the gendered logics of appropriateness which stigmatise and 

feminise AWP requires buy-in from senior men beyond the level of rhetoric: 

 
‘People would stop me in car parks or corridors and say I'm doing what you did and 

then all of a sudden, I realised I must have been one of the first people to do that. What do you 
mean you're doing what I'm doing? ...I'm just working four days as well. There are times that 
you realise, that even if you didn't set out to be..you are sort of part of letting other people see 
what’s possible’. 

Interview 11 
 

While formal NICS policy may represent the gold standard of AWP, its application in the SCS 

remains largely rhetorical where it is undermined by the intersection of context, conceptual 

limitations and insufficient challenge to hegemonies by critical male actors.   
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Informal systems have primacy not because SCS are deliberately resisting gender equality, 

indeed there is overwhelming evidence to the contrary, rather it is the failure to recognise that 

new formal rules do not exist or operate in isolation from the ‘old' structures, norms and 

practices. Where these norms and practices have served a purpose – here the coherence required 

for continuity and stability- they will be sticky and difficult to dislodge particularly true where 

there is a continued and arguably increased demand for that continuity and stability. 

 

5.3 Doing gender in the SCS 

 ‘an identity tenuously constituted in time, through a stylised repetition of acts’ 

 (Butler, 2006 p140) 

Butler conceptualises gender as performative, responsive to temporality and context. The NI 

SCS approach to gender, however, is circumscribed at a conceptual level by its recognition of 

gender as a physical category of analysis as distinct from an active social process. A common 

understanding of what gender means in the SCS is critical in terms of the capacity to identify 

obstacles to gender equality within the service and in the service’s ability to develop policy 

appropriately responsive to gendered inequalities (Verloo, 2005; Yates, 2018) 

 

This section argues that the current NICS approach to gender is firmly grounded in the 

understanding of gender as a biological category over a social process. The resultant conceptual 

bounding and disjuncture is reflected in an approach to gender equality which 

disproportionately focuses on female actors and critical mass while remaining largely 

inattentive to the fact that existing organisational culture and practice situate men as ‘critical 

actors' for gender equality in the service. Given these significant conceptual fault lines, policy 

and practice formed on this basis will be inhibited in their capacity to impact on the informal 

institutions and practices which instantiate and reproduce gendered power asymmetries. 

 

5.31 Identifying critical actors for gender equality in the NI SCS 

NICS policy and practice in response to gender equality in the SCS are broadly located under 

the banner of diversity and inclusion. The NICS Gender Action Plan 2018 -2021 acknowledges 

the historical under-representation of women at senior levels in the organisation and targets 

organisational culture as a priority intervention aimed at ensuring: 



 

126 
 

 

 ‘ we have a culture across the whole NICS in which women can develop to their full potential, 
identifying and removing barriers to women's progression in the NICS and increasing 
understanding of the issues facing women to improve support for women across and at all 
levels of the NICS.'  

NICS Gender Action Plan, 2018, p5. 

Actions to date have included inter alia; the creation of an SCS women’s network, the creation 

of mentoring circles for women, and most recently the creation of four NICS regional women’s 

hubs.  

While some actions have engaged senior men such as mentoring and the appointment of 

departmental gender champions, actions retain a primary focus on women.  

A focus on women with the aim of gender equality may be problematic in two distinct ways. 

Normatively, an approach which fails to recognise the role of gendered norms and behaviours 

embedded within the institutional fabric of the SCS as structural barriers to women's inclusion 

may have the effect of problematising women while remaining under-responsive to the extant 

social processes which re-produce gendered power differentials. 

In terms of efficacy, the evidence considered for this thesis suggests that the power to 

recalibrate gender norms in the NICS may, in fact, rest with senior men.  In doing so, it 

acknowledges the role of senior men in the SCS as critical actors for gender equality. 

 

Critical actors are ‘those who act individually or collectively to bring about women-friendly 

policy change' (Childs and Krook, 2009). The concept of critical actors (discussed in Chapter 

two) moves away from the essentialist portrayals of men and women, inherent to articulations 

of critical mass which imply that women will act for women and men for men, to acknowledge 

the salience of context and values as determinants in substantive representation. 

 

Scholarship has explicated the role that critical male actors play in securing or resisting formal 

policy change (Thomson, 2018; Childs and Krook, 2009). Recent research, however, indicates 

that in addition to formal change, critical male actors may have further capacity to precipitate 

more elusive norm change (Waylen, 2018). Munger (2017) found that the sanctioning of racist 

comments by a white male  with a high number of followers on Twitter significantly reduced 

the use of racist language in subsequent tweets. Bicchieri (2017) isolates the characteristics of 

actors with the capacity to give effect to norm transformation.  Trendsetters (those with the 

ability to transform norms) must not have sensitivity to the norm, i.e., they are not convinced 
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by it, must have a low sensitivity to risk, a low-risk perception for that norm, high autonomy 

and sense of self-efficacy. Bicchieri’s (2017) criteria overlaid with SCS organisational 

structure locates male grade 3’s and 2’s as optimally positioned to challenge problematic 

norms. This capacity to disrupt and re-orientate norms may have particular traction in the 

context of the hierarchical bureaucracy where the actions of an authority figure can impact on 

a person’s perceptions of norms of behaviour:  

‘I think something of it comes down to, it's interesting how you can be influenced by 
things people say to you. If they're more senior than you are. I remember a time when XXXX 
was my grade 5 in department X, and I was Deputy Principal […], and I remember him saying 
to me..if anybody can't get the job done between nine and half five, then they're not doing it 
properly. They are either not delegating properly, or they are doing things they don't need to 
do, and that is something that has stuck with me. Him having that attitude didn't stop him from 
getting to be a perm sec. I think leadership is sometimes about giving people a message that 
things are ok that they might have thought weren't.’  

Interview 5 
 

‘I think the whole idea of sponsorship, it’s something I’ve been reflecting over the last 
number of months as to how important that is in terms of organisational or system change. 
because very often the people who are trying to generate change and lead the change, they 
don’t have all the levers of power anyway and they maybe don’t have the same oversight for 
the whole system piece. It’s almost as if they do need, whether they’re male or female, they 
need a sponsor at senior level to step in to occasionally remove barriers or make some 
connections because of that wider system view that they might have’. 

Interview 8 
 

If senior men can positively impact norms then the reverse is also true, where the actions of 

senior men which conflict with formal positions for gender equality may give succour to 

informal processes which exist in competition to formal provisions: 

 

‘That’s why it’s so important that there’s a culture at the top which is truly respectful 
and not just from the teeth out, for a few of them, from the teeth out is my view at the minute.’ 

Interview 12 
 

One participant spoke of a question that had been posed to an outgoing Head of The Civil 

Service from the floor of a SCS women’s conference inviting his view of the prospects that the 

next head of service might be female:  

‘He said not next time ..which was last time, and I was quite shocked by that, that he 
would have been so definite. I mean he didn't know who was going to apply, it would have 
been an external recruitment. There is one in Scotland. So, on merit how could he have been 
so definitive unless the heir apparent was already anointed? That shocked me coming from 
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XXXXX, […] and he then qualified it and said maybe in 5 years, and I thought it was very …. 
controlled, definitely not next time. He said that in front of 100 people.’ 

Interview 16 
 

While the NICS Gender Action Plan is sensitive to the centrality of culture in respect of barriers 

to women's progression with the service, its success will be contingent upon the buy-in of 

senior men. In this regard, a paradigm shift is required in the role conception of senior men to 

move beyond passive rhetorical support and oversight into that of trendsetter (Bicchari, 2017) 

or corporate activist.  Indeed, experiences of mentoring in SCS lend weight to analysis that 

increased contact between senior men and women/minority groups can be a much more 

effective and sustainable challenge to latent prejudicial attitudes than unconscious bias training 

(Dobbin and Kalev, 2016): 

‘All of our duos were male and female this year for the mentors, and this year about 
half of them were men… what has happened... I have had conversations with those men, who 
had not been exposed to what was happening to women and the shades have fallen from their 
eyes and it has been like an epiphany for some of them, and that is immensely powerful, so 
actually getting male allies to actually understand some of the challenges.’ 

Interview 12 
 

The recognition of senior men as critical actors for gender equality requires that in addition to 

those actions directed at women, a parallel focus is required which examines how senior men 

can re-set gendered norms. For instance, norms associated with AWP discussed earlier in this 

chapter and identified as a key target area in the NICS Gender Action Plan, which commits to 

‘promote the benefits of and challenge negative attitudes toward AWP’ (NICS Gender Action 

Plan, 2018). 

 

Interviews suggest that the capacity of senior men to impact on norms resides in the actions of 

those men over rhetorical support: 

‘but there are three men and one woman who work at that desk, and two of those men 
now don't work on Fridays because they have very small kids. I think it is something that 
whenever people see somebody doing something, they feel a bit more empowered to do the 
same themselves 

Interview 5 [Senior man with AWP] 

‘I’ve seen it so many times, where people take on the characteristics of the people above 
them. I’ve seen people who have gone into environments, male and female, who assume the 
qualities of the people they are working for because that’s what they see, monkey see monkey 
do.’ 

Interview 6 
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In this way, beyond oversight and monitoring of gender equality actions at the NICS board, 

more significant impact may be derived from the capacity of senior men to lead cultural change 

by active example. Presenteeism might be actively disrupted by the use of automated responses 

to after-hours non-urgent emails, by senior men leaving the office promptly at the close of play; 

by personally availing of AWP or identifying that a post is suitable for an AWP and selecting 

from promotion lists with a commitment to maintaining any AWP’s which may be in situ. 

These actions are likely to have much greater purchase in the re-orientation of the norms which 

have inhibited women's career progression. Similarly, senior men can positively impact on 

small g gender through the positive affirmation of personal and experiential knowledge in the 

policy-making process. 

In summary, while the NICS Gender Action Plan 2018-2020 has targeted culture and practice, 

its capacity to disrupt or re-orientate pernicious norms will be contingent upon the recognition 

of senior men as critical actors for gender equality and senior men's reconception of their role 

in the organisation from that of enabler to activist. 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has examined how informal rules, processes and gendered logics of 

appropriateness embedded in organisational culture and practice, interact with context and 

temporality to present powerful barriers to formal policies and interventions aimed at 

increasing the descriptive representation of women in the NI SCS. The informal rules 

considered in the context of this chapter operated with both substitutory and supplementary 

intent but in all instances with gendered implications for women’s descriptive representation 

at senior grades. This chapter further revealed strong drivers for maintenance of the status quo 

and neutrality embedded within SCS culture and practice arising from the intermittency of the 

political institutions and a default to the bureaucracy for stability and continuity in the provision 

of public services in the absence of political direction. 

This chapter further identified a conceptual faultline in understandings of gender which operate 

to circumscribe the capacity of subsequent policy and practice. An understanding of gender 

which extends to the acknowledgement of gender as an active social process, instantiated and 

reproduced at an institutional level, is necessary for the identification of the informal 

institutions, logics of appropriateness and power asymmetries explicated in this chapter which 
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reproduce gendered inequality. Only on this basis, can interventions be identified which disrupt 

those processes.  

The next chapter of the thesis proceeds to consider how fundamental bureaucratic values are 

understood and operationalised by the SCS. It will examine how those values have transitioned 

from single party, majoritarian government to the complexity of post-conflict power-sharing 

government and how they have interacted with gender norms and logics of appropriateness to 

inhibit the substantive representation of women in the policy-making process. The chapter 

further considers the capacity of core bureaucratic values to respond to provisions in the 1998 

Good Friday Agreement for socially transformative and redistributive public policy.  
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Chapter 6  

Bureaucratic values in transition and the substantive representation of women. 

 

Introduction 

This chapter examines how core bureaucratic values of equality and impartiality are 

operationalised in the NI SCS in the acknowledgement that the transition from previous neutral 

competence to the representativeness envisaged by the GFA and embodied in new 

constitutional provisions requires instantiation through the realignment of bureaucratic values. 

The chapter finds however, that these core values have failed to realign with the new socio-

political order functioning as impediments to gender equality and the substantive 

representation of women in the context of gendered organisational culture, path dependant 

decision making processes, political contestation and institutional legacies.  

The chapter begins by identifying the section 75 statutory mainstreaming duty contained in the 

Northern Ireland Act 1998 as a critical juncture for leveraging gender equality through the 

policy-making process. The chapter considers how core bureaucratic values have responded to 

a transition which stresses representativenss and identifies a persistent neutrality norm which 

operates in tension with new formal arrangements. This neutrality norm infuses understandings 

of equality (presenting as a default to symmetrical treatment) and impartiality (manifesting in 

a tension with the articulation of human rights standards in the policy-making process). 

To complete the causal sequence between operationalised and contextualised bureaucratic 

values, and the adverse gender outcomes which result, the chapter proceeds to consider the 

development of the NI Executive’s Draft Stopping Domestic Violence and Sexual Abuse 

Strategy 2013 – 2020. It explicates the definitive footprint of equality and impartiality, 

functioning as inhibitors to the substantive representation of women and redistributive public 

policy. 

 

6.1  Equality – policy and practice. 

Notwithstanding differing ideological perspectives between parties, the 1998 Good Friday 

Agreement acknowledged ‘the right to equal opportunity in all social and economic activity, 

regardless of class, creed, disability, gender and ethnicity’. Parties to the agreement further 

affirmed ‘the right of women to full and equal participation in public life’ (GFA, 1998, p20). 

Section 75 of the subsequent 1998 Northern Ireland Act, which gave legislative effect to the 
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Agreement, contained sophisticated provisions for mainstreaming equality into the policy-

making process: 

s75 (1) A public authority shall in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland 
have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity— 
(a)between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital 
status or sexual orientation; 
(b)between men and women generally; 

(c)between persons with a disability and persons without; 
and 

(d)between persons with dependants and persons without. 

The Northern Ireland Act 1998 

 
In approaching the provisions of section 75 and the corresponding Schedule 9 of the Act, it is 

significant to note their standing as part of a statute intended to be a new constitution for 

Northern Ireland (Girvan J Re the matter of an application by Peter Neill for judicial review, 

[2006] NICA 5. 

 

In examining subsequent approaches to equality in the policy making process, this section of 

the chapter illustrates how applied understandings of equality, imbued by organisational culture 

and practice, work to subvert the intent of formal provisions designed to mainstream 

substantive equality in the policy making process necessary for gender equality and envisaged 

by the section 75 mainstreaming duty.   

 

Mainstreaming is an approach of promoting equality which is concerned with transforming 

public decision-making processes and resource allocations. It has been conceptualised as a 

‘social justice’ led approach which locates it firmly in the domain of substantive equality 

(Chaney and Rees, 2004).  

Approaches to mainstreaming equality within the policy-making process are understood in the 

context of two distinct applications.  The ‘expert/bureaucratic’ model; typified by equality 

expertise being located within the bureaucracy to represent the interests of the marginalised 

group(s). The participative/democratic model, by contrast, relies primarily on the direct 

participation of civic and community groups, through a consultation process (Beveridge, Nott 

and Stephen, 2000).  The majority of national and international mainstreaming initiatives have 

tended to focus on gender and are primarily captured by the expert/bureaucratic model (Barnett 
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Donaghy, 2003; O’Cinneide, 2003).  Harvey(2000) and McCrudden (1999) reject the 

application of a binary approach to the Northern Ireland model acknowledging that the 

combination of duties; equality impact assessment alongside public consultation, point toward 

a symbiotic model, dependant on the interaction of bureaucratic expertise with public 

participation. 

The absence of women’s policy machinery in the NICS (discussed in chapter four) means that 

in terms of gender, the Northern Ireland mainstreaming model is highly reliant on outsourced 

expertise. The danger of this reliance is not only the risk that at some point this expertise may 

no longer be available, but also that it may have inhibited the transformative effect of 

mainstreaming within NICS culture and practice itself.  Indeed, subsequent analysis and 

evaluation has posited a timid, thin and procedural approach to compliance with the section 75 

duties review (Osborne, 2003; Smith and McLaughlin, 2010). 

 

Of particular significance to this thesis, however, is the fact that the section 75 statutory duty 

represents a paradigm shift for the NICS in two distinct ways. In the first instance, it represents 

a significant departure from the passivity of previous equality obligations (grounded in the 

avoidance of discrimination) by the conferral of new positive duties. New duties require the 

proactive identification of impediments to, and mitigations for, extent inequalities as a core 

aspect of policymaking. Secondly, with its emphasis on consultation at each stage of the 

process, the section 75 duty is rooted in (substantive) representativeness. It acknowledges that 

public decision-making should incorporate the lived experience of individuals that are typical 

of the wider social group to which they belong and further provides an aperture for traditionally 

marginalised voices to enter the policy-making process (Mackay and Bilton, 2000). When 

overlaid with Kaufman’s model of competing bureaucratic values (1956), the section 75 

equality duty represents a potential critical juncture for the realignment of core bureaucratic 

values away from the neutral competence associated with previous majoritarian government 

toward the representativeness and inclusivity which theoretically underpin consociational 

power-sharing. 

 

How elite bureaucrats understand and operationalise equality then is central to the capacity of 

the NI SCS to devise and deliver the redistributive policy agenda envisaged in the GFA as 

necessary for the amelioration of gendered inequality in post-conflict Northern Ireland. 

Moreover, how elite bureaucrats understand and operationalise equality further provides a 
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critical vantage point from which to understand the gendered dynamics of competing 

bureaucratic values in an ongoing transition from majoritarian government to consociational 

power-sharing. 

 

Evidence from interviews and documentary sources considered for this thesis suggest that, 

notwithstanding new formal provisions designed to move from formal to substantive equality 

in policy making, statutory mainstreaming remains tightly straight-jacketed by the continuing 

stickiness of neutrality as the preeminent value within the NI SCS. As a consequence, 

understandings of equality are in fact operationalised as universal provision, symmetrical 

treatment and gender neutrality. Conceptual uncertainty, a culture of cautious compliance over 

innovation and an overly cautious approach to affirmative action have had an inhibiting effect 

on new formal institutions for equality.  

 

6.12 Equality, neutrality and symmetry 

This section of the chapter draws on interview analysis with a view to recovering the meaning 

actors imputed to their actions in order to examine whether bureaucratic values, when imbued 

by organisational culture and practice, functioned in tension to formal provisions for gender 

equality. With this mind, the following section provides evidence of how equality and 

neutrality, were understood and instantiated in ways which inhibited the development of 

differentiated and redistributive policy. 

Some interviewees articulated a highly sophisticated and nuanced understanding of equality 

mainstreaming and the merits of differentiated resource allocation: 

 

‘it was more than helping a group out it was actually fundamentally changing society and 
changing how we address poverty in the longer term. It became really important in Dept X and 
being able to have the power, the influence, the freedom to have those conversations ..to chip 
away at the evidence, to look where education could make a difference and then to put that into 
your policy advice. To me that’s much more about thinking about equality than having to do a 
section 75 EQIA and if you wanted to do something, where could it make the most difference 
and was doing it universally going to have the better impact or was this something where if 
you had a small amount of resources, were you better targeting it, and being able to make those 
arguments and being able to think about what they meant. 

Interviewee 11 
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It was much more common however, to find evidence of equality operationalised as 

symmetrical treatment, firmly grounded in formal equality. The interviewee below, for instance 

in unequivocal in the view that the statutory equality duty necessitates symmetrical treatment:   

 

‘If I applied section 75 to the letter, I would just treat everybody exactly the same.' 

Interviewee 6 

A reflective contribution from the interviewee below, endorses this analysis and provides a 

context for the default to symmetrical treatment as grounded in an over-arching imperative to 

avoid differential treatment: 

 

‘I certainly think the civil service’s application of symmetry is more at the ..we treat 
everyone the same as opposed to [recognising] that people need to be treated differently. That 
is way too subtle. I think we are at the point where everybody is treated the same way. (…) we 
can’t be seen to be treating anybody differently ..yes, I would definitely say that it’s in that 
space. Definitely what I’ve observed because I struggle conceptually with it. What is equality?’ 

Interviewee 3 

 
‘The amount of times I hear people say we need to treat everybody the same and you 

go “well that wouldn’t be fair if you treated everybody the same because not everybody has 
the same chances.’ 

Interviewee 9 

 

There are two distinct drivers to this default symmetrical approach to equality. First, recourse 

to symmetrical treatment is responsive to Northern Ireland’s historical legacy of 

institutionalised sectarian discrimination (see chapter four). As a consequence, policymakers 

default to equal treatment, which, as the interviewee below explains, is equated with fairness:  

 

 ‘But you are right, we are obsessed with a community background perspective, we are 
absolutely obsessed with treating everybody the same and we are paralysed with fear that you 
might think I favoured your community over somebody else’s community. So, from a 
community background perspective, it makes sense given our background and our history, that 
we might have got ourselves into that way, but then we apply it to everything.’ 

Interviewee 11  

 

This resonates strongly with Bollens (2000) account of urban planning policy development in 

the context of power-sharing at Belfast City Council. Bollens identified the discriminatory 
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legacy of the pre-1972 Unionist controlled government as an antecedent to a reified neutrality 

norm driving ‘colour-blind’ policymaking, an approach focused on the individual and 

impervious to group identity.  

 

Conflict legacies do not impact policymakers in isolation but find traction in the wider polity. 

Using the language of path dependence,  powerful positive feedback mechanisms or increasing 

returns (Pierson, 2018) exist for symmetrical treatment as constitutive of fairness:   

 

‘I think that the political comfort with treating everyone the same comes from the 
response that society gives to our politicians. That’s what they sense people perceive as fair.’  

Interviewee 11 

These contributions suggest that the new formal positive duties and provisions for equality 

mainstreaming contained within section 75 of 1998 Northern Ireland Act have been insufficient 

to dislodge powerful informal understandings of equality as symmetrical treatment, which are 

borne of path dependant decision making processes and reinforced by positive feedback 

mechanisms in the wider polity. 

 

6.13  Continuing conceptual and institutional contestation  

A second driver for a recourse to formal equality and equal treatment in the policymaking 

process exists in the continuing political contestation of new formal institutions. The 

interviewees below attest to a resultant ‘paralysis’ and a policy-making environment where 

equality is instantiated at the level of the lowest common denominator: 

 

‘I think that the NICS is such a risk-averse culture that where we've got to is a state of almost 
paralysis around what an interpretation of equality means. So, there is an interpretation that 
essentially equality means treating everybody the same, whereas I fear that can drive some 
perverse behaviours sometimes because we’re not very good at having direct or challenging 
conversations. So, what we perceive as equality could actually end up with a fairly unequal 
outcome because we are treating people the same who aren’t the same.’ 

Interviewee 15 

 

‘There are some things that ostensibly the parties are agreed on, the whole notion of equality 
and section 75, although it tends to be pushed by one side more than the other, but those things 
are there, people are signed up to it. Together Building a United Community – it’s an Executive 
Strategy but we often find that some parties are more supportive of it than others. Some parties 
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see it as a threat, so it is difficult in taking forward a lot of those policies, to get that cohesive 
government support behind it.’ 

Interviewee 13 

 

The ongoing political contestation of equality reveals a further point of tension between 

informal and formal rules. The primacy of ministerial direction within departments, constructs 

a fraught policy-making climate in which elite bureaucrats must reconcile equality 

mainstreaming obligations arising under the formal rules with individual ministerial 

preferences. Ministerial directions are formal instructions from ministers which instruct 

departments to proceed with spending proposals, despite official advice to the contrary. 

Officials are compelled to seek a direction where they consider a minister’s proposals to breach 

regularity, propriety, value for money or feasibility. (Institute for Government, 2019). As a 

result of a formal direction, the lines of subsequent accountability are clearly drawn. This point 

is succinctly captured by the interviewees below:  

 

‘I think civil servants genuinely try to be impartial and have integrity about equality, 
but we can only go as far as our ministers let us. I think what may not be understood well 
enough in Northern Ireland is the influence.., well… minister's decision, minister's direction 
and I have asked a Minister before for a direction. I’ve said I can’t do that, and I know several 
colleagues who’ve had to do that and it’s not an easy place to be.’ 

Interviewee 2 

 

‘I think there’s an acceptance certainly by civil servants that resources need to be 
targeted to where they will deliver the most benefit, sometimes there can be political decisions 
taken that override that in some way.’ 

Interviewee 5 

 

The tension indicated by participants is further affirmed by a series of judicial reviews which 

have been taken in respect of ministerial decisions to deviate from policy in England, Scotland 

and Wales in ways which have had far reaching implications for equality and human rights in 

Northern Ireland. Most notably perhaps, the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission’s 

judicially reviewed the NI Minister for Health in 2013, in respect of a decision not to amend 

adoption policy in line with other UK administrations. Amendments had been made in other 

UK jurisdictions to enable people in civil partnerships to adopt. Similarly, proceedings were 

taken against the Minister for Health in respect of a decision to maintain a lifetime ban on blood 



 

138 
 

 

donation for men who have sex with men (MSM). Of note is that fact, that other jurisdictions 

in the UK, working with the same scientific data, operated a 12-month deferral period and that 

NI regularly imports blood supplies from the other UK regions. Both decisions, falling firmly 

within health, did not require the agreement of the multi-party Executive.  (In the matter of an 

application by the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission, [2013] NICA 37; In the matter 

of an application by JR 65 [2016] NICA 20) 

 

The interaction of formal and informal rules in respect of how equality is translated from the 

conceptual to the operational, affirm the complex dynamics of institutional continuity and 

change. The examples offered foreground the salience of ongoing political contestation as a 

significant factor in the capacity for new formal institutions to adhere. Here, formal agreement 

has been secured from ethnonational elites for new statutory equality arrangements, as an 

element of a broader institutional package. The re-distribution of public goods which would 

arise as a result of a substantive approach to new equality institutions would however serve to 

destabilise the very power asymmetries which confer elite status. In this respect, strong 

disincentives exist for redistributive equality at the level of elite political actors.  

 

Formal and symmetrical approaches to equality by contrast, may provide an opportunity for 

elite political actors to consolidate existing power dynamics. Symmetrical treatment may reify 

and privilege ethnonationalisms through quid pro quo distribution and the discursive 

construction of identity. Where ethnonational identity has particular salience in formal rules of 

new power-sharing institutions (community designation etc.) then other identities are 

invariably marginalised:  

 

‘There is an unwritten hierarchy of equality in Northern Ireland, certain things have 
dominated, and other things have come in on the coattails.' 

Interviewee 14 

The marginalisation of gender and continuing political contestation of substantive equality is 

further evidenced in the inability of the Northern Ireland Assembly to progress domestic 

equality legislation.  In fact, were it not for the relatively modest provisions of EU Directives 

(mostly in respect of employment rights, parental leave and the provision of goods, facilities 

and service. See Potter, 2019) then legislative provisions for gender equality in NI since 1998 

would be solely captured by a singular amendment to The Employment Act (Northern Ireland) 
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2016 requiring the Department of Employment and Learning to collate information on the 

gender pay gap. In the intervening 20 years, equality legislation has continued to move forward 

in the UK and other devolved administrations, (i.e.) The Equality Act 2010, with the 

consequence that Northern Ireland, once considered world leading on account of the 

constitutional nature of its statutory positive duties together with its emphasis on consultation 

and participation, now lags well behind (Gray and Birrell, 2012) . 

Continuing political contestation and the common purpose of elite coalitions to maintain 

existing power differentials may further increase the ‘gendered’ liability of new redistributive 

institutions (Mackay, 2014, p551). It is significant that not all groups are equally disadvantaged 

by continuing contestation. Elite political actors may engage with new institutions tactically 

and strategically. These dynamics are reflected in the preference for area-based initiatives 

which release/allocate funds within areas of deprivation – see for example the Northern Ireland 

Executive’s Social Investment Fund (SIF). Area-based interventions in the context of 

ethnonational demarcation offer the prospect of consolidating an electoral base and the 

potential of electoral payoff, rendering them distinctly attractive to elite political actors. 

Characteristic-based policy interventions by contrast, such as those which would be responsive 

to the gendered nature of inequality – such as the development of an affordable childcare 

strategy– are disincentivised by offering much less ethnonational dividends.  

 

The disincentives for elite political actors in terms of redistributive equality are reinforced by 

the institutional legacies of majoritarian governance.  A neutral role for civil servants and a 

high degree of individual ministerial autonomy within the Northern Ireland departmental 

structure, present powerful informal impediments to new formal institutions for inclusive 

decision-making by the multi-party executive and new formal institutions for equality 

mainstreaming. In so doing, significant issues of legitimacy are raised.  

 

Further consequences of live contestation are evidenced in a passive approach to affirmative 

action, and a process-led approach to impact assessment reflecting the elevation of compliance 

over innovation. 

During the passage of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, NIO Minister Paul Murphy clarified the 

government’s view of the relationship between section 75 and affirmative action:  
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‘Section 75 in no way calls into question the ability of public authorities to take affirmative 
action in appropriate cases to correct disadvantage. Affirmative action in appropriate 
circumstances is an important method of combatting inequality, and it is our firm intention that 
it should remain so. The clause does not call that into question and does not render unlawful 
what would be lawful affirmative action under current anti-discrimination legislation. 
Furthermore, section 75 means that public authorities are bound to have regard to the need for 
affirmative action when considering their duty under the clause’  

 
HC Deb 18 Nov 1998, Vol 319, cols 1067- 1070 

 

Notwithstanding this clarification of intent, interviewees indicated a reluctance to engage 

affirmative action as an integral element of equality mainstreaming and in contrast, revealed 

an inconsistent approach to equality mainstreaming subject to the preference of individual 

ministers:  

‘There’s always been this whole thing about equality of opportunity versus equality of 
outcome and if you’re trying to achieve a situation where you’re having ..where all groups are 
being treated fairly you end up getting caught up in legal action, judicial reviews and everything 
else, if you start getting into positive action ..positive action is illegal anyway, but there are 
things you can do to identify barriers and remove those barriers and I suppose you can get into 
how far you go with that. How active you are around that and how pro-actively you pursue that 
kind of agenda, and that will come back to the policy, the way the policy is written and the way 
the policy is implemented which will, in turn, come back to the strength of feeling around the 
minister who is developing the policy. How strongly do they feel on this? How strongly will 
they monitor it? How strongly will they push it?’  

Interviewee 13 

 

‘Respondent: My sense is that the system was very defensive about equality of 
opportunity and didn’t like to be criticised and therefore relied on or used the argument that 
would be positive discrimination and you can’t do that. Whereas it might only have been 
affirmative action, that you could do. I’m not explaining it very well. 
MR:  No, no that’s interesting. 
Respondent: and the effect of that actually is, the word that comes to mind, there becomes a 
blandness in it. You don’t think outside the box, which is what you would have to do if you 
were going to look at marginalised groups of any sort. It’s almost raised a kickback..kickbacks 
not the right word. I’m trying to think of an example, part-time working, no that’s not a very 
good example but I’m just saying that if you suggested something that helps women to manage 
their career and their home life, which is what you have to do, it would be ‘well you can’t do 
that because it wouldn’t be fair to the men’. That’s what I’m trying to say.’ 

Interviewee 17 

 

A climate of risk is created for the bureaucrat as a result of ongoing political contestation in 

which the lack of political consensus reduces equality to the process related outworking of the 
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statutory duty. This, in turn, engenders an approach which favours the safety of thin compliance 

over the risk of innovation; 

‘We also have section 75 and for a long time that was taking quite a lot of time now I 
would be critical of section 75 because I think the civil service made it into process and I always 
felt that if you make it into a process, frankly you can always write a section 75 report but 
actually does it really change the way you perceive the process unless you’re really into 
thinking about it. Also, the frustration I had was that if you do a section 75 on a very small 
piece of policy, any one policy sits among a whole pack of other policies, it’s how the policies 
interact that really makes change. I wanted much more section 75 debate at a higher level.’ 

Interviewee 20 

 

‘There are very good robust assessments in place around equality impact assessment, 
rural proofing in and around all of our public policies and our own internal policies but I think 
we have a wee bit more to do in terms of really giving life to that and taking that beyond a 
process driven thing, to a really natural thing that nearly becomes part of our DNA, that people 
are not daunted by doing an EQIA. In other words, its seen as a useful tool as opposed to a step 
we absolutely have to complete before we can do.’ 

Interview 8 

 

The transition from neutral competence to representativeness requires instantiation through the 

realignment of bureaucratic values to mirror those which underpin the GFA and which are 

embodied in new constitutional provisions. Equality when operationalised by elite bureaucrats 

as formal and symmetrical reveals that neutrality remains ascendant. When fused with 

ministerial direction (and disincentives for elite political actors) this presents a structural 

inhibitor to the active representation of marginalised groups and redistributive public policy 

envisaged by the statutory mainstreaming duty. Bollens (1998, p695) recounts an interview 

with a senior policy official who indicates ‘we’re not about making social engineering 

decisions or ones that would be perceived as such’. Evidence considered here would support 

the enduring nature of that bureaucrat role conception, as firmly grounded in neutrality and in 

tension with formal equality mainstreaming requirements which require the active 

representation of marginalised groups.  

 

The capacity for ministers to exercise autonomy within departments as an institutional legacy 

of the Whitehall model emerges here as problematic, operating outside the legitimacy of the 

multi-party Executive and functioning as an inhibitor of the redistributive public policy and 

social transformation delineated in the GFA’s equality and human rights provisions.  
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6.2 Impartiality  

Impartiality as a bureaucratic value is said to represent the public interest in providing a defence 

against patronage and political favour and is argued to be critical to the quality of government 

(Rothstein and Teorell, 2008). Having its genesis in the seminal Northcote Trevelyan report of 

1845 (See Chapter four), the endurance of impartiality as a core value despite 150 years of 

subsequent civil service reform attests to its significance as a hallmark of the 

Westminster/Whitehall system of government.  Impartiality requires NI civil servants to carry 

out their responsibilities ‘in a way that is fair, just and equitable and reflects the Civil Service 

commitment to equality and diversity’ in the context of section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 

1998 (NICS Code of Ethics, nd). Political impartiality further requires civil servants to ‘act in 

a way which deserves and retains the confidence of Ministers’ while retaining the ability to 

equally serve future administrations (NICS Code of Ethics, n.d). 

 

As an applied value, contextualised by both time and space, understandings of impartiality 

revealed the capacity to consolidate informal drivers for symmetrical treatment, create a 

tension for bureaucrats in their approach to human rights and further functioned as an inhibitor 

of the internal advocacy for marginalised groups. Internal advocacy is central to the 

expert/bureaucratic model of equality mainstreaming and those aspects of the s75 duty (Impact 

assessment) contingent upon it. 

 

6.21 Conflating equality with impartiality: equal treatment and neutrality 

As with equality, the innate tendency toward a default symmetrical approach can be located in 

the dominance of neutrality as a core value and its conflation with impartiality and equality. 

The conflation of impartiality with neutrality and equal treatment is not without basis. Indeed, 

the NICS code of ethics itself locates impartiality in opposition to differentiated treatment: ‘you 

must not act in a way that unjustifiably favours or discriminates against particular individuals 

or interests’ (NICS code of Ethics, Nd). In the context of extant legal and political contestation, 

the threshold for positive/affirmative action as ‘justifiable’ is undoubtedly a subjective one, 

laden with risk for the bureaucrat. In this context, it was unsurprising to find dominant 

understandings of impartiality instantiated as symmetrical treatment: 
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‘MR: So, do you see equality and impartiality as linked? That being impartial in terms 
of equality means symmetrical treatment for people. 
R: I think it does, until you get to ministerial level where there are basic oppositions on 
particular subjects.’ 

Interviewee 2 

 

‘To me, impartiality means looking at the policy, looking at the evidence, looking at 
the impact and making judgements and deciding on courses of action on an objective basis. 
Not being influenced by the characteristics of an individual or a group, not favouring one over 
another, looking at the policy and applying it in an even-handed way.’ 

Interviewee 13  

 

These understandings find purchase with Bollen’s (2000) account of colour-blind 

policymaking in Belfast City Council as a means to avoid the politics of green and orange. In 

this context, however, policy which is not responsive to difference is gender blind and under-

responsive to distinctly gendered disadvantage which requires a differentiated and re-

distributive approach from the outset: 

 

‘I actually think that impartiality is in our DNA. I think the fact that we do think, well 
you can’t cross the line on that, you can’t show favouritism..one over the other, I think that’s 
the way we all operate in here. I think it’s a very strong characteristic that’s drilled into you 
from the moment you come in.’ 

Interviewee 6  

 

A further consequence of a neutral and symmetrical approach to policymaking which conflates 

impartiality with symmetrical equality is its dislocation of impact assessment from an 

anticipatory device to a retroactive element of the policy-making process. Responses from 

some interviewees situated section 75 obligations as a post hoc, largely redundant process in 

the context of neutral policy designed to alleviate disadvantage or deliver a public benefit. 

Interviews further revealed evidence of a working assumption that in the context of such policy 

intent that all boats will rise:  

 

‘Respondent: […] When I was in the department with X as the Minister and X was the 
advisor at the time, the whole tackling poverty and social exclusion, didn’t have an overt gender 
aspect to it, maybe an implicit one really, in an unacknowledged way. I have to say it wasn’t 
something I thought about. I think a lot of things people sort of think oh everybody benefits 
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from this or nobody doesn’t benefit in a very obvious way, so it doesn’t …if it was something 
obvious it would, you know..  
MR: So, the assumption is that everybody’s boat rises? 
Respondent: Exactly, ‘ 

Interviewee 17 

 

This approach was considered sufficient by a range of participants to discharge equality 

obligations while maintaining impartiality and neutrality:  

 

‘All your civil service values are part of policy formation and if you follow those values 
when you get to section 75 there's not very much to do, because if in fact, you act with integrity 
and openness, fairness and impartiality, you actually find […] once you go through the normal 
values, what comes out the other end doesn’t take much clearance on section 75 because it’s 
already done’. 

Interviewee 1 

 

‘We have the equality impact assessments that we're supposed to do throughout the 
policy-making process; people seem to think it's a once and done document.’ 

Interviewee 2 

 

‘My experience would be that most policy development is driven by the desire for a 
positive public benefit and so often I’ve found that when people are talking about equality and 
it’s mainstreamed into the policy development process, but it’s not driving it, so when you get 
to talk about equality impacts, about screening, about impact assessment, I’ve found colleagues 
tend to be thinking there’s a benefit to this, there’s an equality benefit and if it’s targeting 
disadvantaged communities which will have a particular make up and that’s a benefit, they’ll 
find a way of trying to record that as part of equality impact assessment’ 

Interviewee 5 

 

These quotes reveal impact assessment as an adjunct process, retrospectively applied to pre-

ordained policy grounded in neutrality. In this way, it is an approach blind to the gendered 

antecedents of structural inequalities, and which cannot, therefore, be responsive to them. 

 

6.23 Political Impartiality and Human Rights 

In recognition of obligations arising from the 1998 Human Rights Act and against the backdrop 

of the rights-based culture envisaged in the GFA, the NICS entered into a learning and 
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development project with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission in 2013.  In addition 

to building human rights capacity within the NICS, it was anticipated that the project would 

strengthen the culture of human rights awareness and good practice, thereby reducing the 

potential for violations of human rights law by government departments. Actions included the 

development of an interactive web resource for civil servants and an e-learning course on the 

incorporation of human rights perspectives in policy making, available through the NICS 

Centre for Applied Learning (NIHRC, 2013). 

 

Awareness of human rights obligations and normative standards are necessary to ensure that 

the rights of marginalised groups can be realised and protected in public policy. 

Notwithstanding these efforts, understandings of political impartiality are infused by 

contextual specificities and conflict-related legacies with particular implications for how 

bureaucrats negotiate human rights in real terms.  

 

The Northern Ireland conflict is one which has, to a large degree, been defined by opposing 

positions on the legitimacy of the state. During the conflict and indeed in its aftermath, a key 

strategy for Nationalist/Republican protagonists has been the strategic invocation of the 

international human rights canon to secure international engagement and to place the British 

government on a defensive footing in international fora (McEvoy, 2000, p571).  Against this 

backdrop, O’ Rourke (2009, p180) acknowledges that it was very difficult to posit the exclusive 

legal scrutiny of the state's conduct of the conflict as a politically neutral activity. As a 

consequence, perceptions prevailed of international law and human rights as a political and 

legal discourse ‘owned’ by the catholic-nationalist community (O’Rourke, 2009, p181). In the 

context of the ability to serve and enjoy the confidence of the minister of the day, the 

politicisation of the rights discourse has particular implications for officials, not only in the 

presentation and formulation of policy but also as a deterrent in actively articulating human 

rights-based claims:  

‘I suppose one of the other issues is that most of our social policy issues can be 
translated relatively crassly and easily to ..one side of the community, one of the main parties 
or another. Party ideologies are quite different and there’s always that sense of how would we 
advance something ..serving one minister while being fit to serve the next minister.’ 

Interviewee 11  

 

‘I think politically, in particular here you’ve got that almost paranoia about the fact that 
because you’ve got to serve a minister of one party or the other, you need to make sure that 
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you’re not being perceived as being on one side or the other outside of work. That would be 
something that would ..maybe deter you more than it should from getting involved or making 
your views known on certain topics. I thought it was really positive this year, that there was 
such a strong presence this year at the gay pride march […] actually the fact that there were 
senior people, high profile, at that march would make you think , well actually just because 
I’m a civil servant doesn’t mean I can’t show support, whereas I would have genuinely thought 
that being seen at something like that , you would have been nervous about what the reaction 
would have been.’ 

Interviewee 3 

 

‘I also think because of the nature of Northern Ireland and where we are, the civil 
service in general, what I notice is that people don’t have conversations around things that 
might even be vaguely political. so, you’re not having a conversation around repeal the 8th, 
they just don’t get talked about.’ 

Interviewee 9 

 

The politicisation of human rights when overlaid with a contextualised understanding of 

political impartiality is unlikely to accommodate expansive application or interpretation. It 

much more likely to foster a cautious approach which like equality, is passive and focused on 

compliance with the letter of the law rather than expansive normative standards.  

 

The contributions below illustrate how understandings of political impartiality may also 

mitigate against internal advocacy for marginalised groups and stymie the development of the 

capacity necessary to give effect to the expert/bureaucratic role integral to the NI 

mainstreaming model:  

 

‘'now if someone came into the organisation and was quite strongly promoting equality 
or equality for just a group..how can you promote equality for just one group? It should be 
equality across the range of things, if you’re promoting for just one group are you really 
promoting equality? Are you really living out the values of impartiality?’ 

Interviewee 13 

 

‘Our civil service values are that we have to look at what the evidence tells us, we have 
to act in the interests of the public not ourselves. We have to equally serve one political 
administration as we would another, that’s the part around impartiality..so regardless of my 
gender or my lived experience, I have to apply those values to the work.’ 

Interviewee 8 
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‘I do slightly feel that I as an individual and as a civil servant, wouldn’t want to get too 
ingrained into any of those vested interests if there was going to be a prospect of me having to 
deal with it in a professional capacity’  

Interviewee 5 

 

Contributions reveal political impartiality as an inhibitor of the active representation of gender 

and lived experience, fundamental to funnelling diverse perspectives into the decision-making 

process. In so doing, it assumes a default neutrality, which is blind to the effects of extant 

masculinity.  It reveals understandings which further affirm reluctance to be identified with the 

articulation of human rights-based claims. 

 
 
6.3 Locating the footprint of values in policy – The Northern Ireland Executive’s 

Tackling Domestic and Sexual Violence Strategy 2013   

 

Having explicated core bureaucratic values of equality and impartiality as infused by both the 

context (culture and practice) and temporality (institutional legacies), this section of the chapter 

moves to identify the definitive footprint of those values in the policy-making process. As 

discussed in chapter three, The NI Executive’s Draft Stopping Domestic Violence and Sexual 

Abuse Strategy 2013 – 2020 was identified as a policy most likely to yield evidence of the 

capacity of equality and impartiality, as operationalised, to function as inhibitors to the 

development of gender responsive policy on two grounds. Firstly, the efficacy of policies 

which attend to women's security, human rights and political participation are considered an 

appropriate litmus test for gender outcomes in the post-agreement period (Chinkin, 2003).  

Scholarship identifies intimate partner violence as a significant risk to women's physical 

security in societies emerging from conflict (McWillaims and Ni Aolain, 2015). How a polity 

responds to this challenge presents an effective proxy for its capacity to be responsive to 

women's differentiated needs in post-conflict societies. Secondly, scholarship implicates a 

‘gender neutral’ approach in policy which seeks to deal with intimate partner violence as deeply 

problematic arguing that to ignore the gendered attributes of violence against women is in itself 

‘tantamount to overt discrimination’ (Halperin-Kaddari and Freeman, 2016, p200). 
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Using the Northern Ireland Executive's Stopping Domestic Violence and Sexual Violence and 

Abuse in Northern Ireland Strategy (2013 -2020) (DSVS) for illustrative purposes, this section 

of the chapter connects values as operationalised in the policy-making process, with gendered 

outcomes. In this regard, it implicates and discusses as problematic the gender-neutral approach 

which underpins the strategy, the strategy's dislocation from International human rights 

obligations and standards and post-conflict context post-conflict and identifies deficiencies 

arising in the impact assessment process.  

 

A draft domestic abuse and sexual violence strategy was issued for public consultation in 2014. 

Responses were received from a wide range of statutory and non-statutory consultees, 

including the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC, 2014), The Northern 

Ireland Equality Commission (ECNI, 2014), the Northern Ireland Women’s Aid Federation 

(NIWAF, 2014), sectoral interests and NGOs. A report on the content of consultation responses 

was subsequently compiled and published (Department of Health/Department of Justice, 2014)  

in addition to the Department of Justice Section 75 Screening form in respect of the policy 

(Department of Justice, 2014). The analysis which follows draws on these documents but 

restricts its focus to the presentation of equality and impartiality as bureaucratic values in 

application. As such, it does not constitute a broader critique of the strategy or the policy-

making process. 

 

The selection of the DSV strategy as an appropriate example with which to illustrate the 

gendered impact of bureaucratic values, when operationalised through the prism of context and 

temporality, is grounded in the identification of women’s security, political participation and 

human rights guarantees as the critical elements of framework agreements most likely to result 

in positive gender outcomes (Chinkin, 2003). Indeed, the single greatest threat to women's 

security in the post-conflict period arises from intimate partner violence (IPV). McWilliams 

and Ní Aolián (2015) assert that reported incidents of IPV may increase in the post-conflict 

period and may take on distinct and deadly characteristics as a result of militarised 

masculinities and access to weaponry. In 1995/6 (pre-GFA) reported incidents of IPV in NI 

recorded by RUC stood at 5903 (McWilliams and McKiernan, 1993). This figure stands in 

stark contrast to the 29,000 incidents recorded by the PSNI in 2016/2017 (PSNI, 2017). 
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This exponential increase is consistent with global trends which reveal that the highest 

prevalence of IPV correlates with countries who have recent experience of violent conflict 

(Garcia-Moreno et al., 2006; Ali et al., 2011).  This increase may be indicative of any 

combination of factors, including increased reporting (Swaine, 2018), the return of former 

combatants to the family home (McWilliams and Doyle, 2017) and/or the displacement of 

violence from the public to the private sphere (Ni Aolain, Haynes and Cahn, 2012; Doyle and 

McWilliams, 2020). Nevertheless, the acute need for appropriately responsive policy 

interventions is beyond question. Policy responses which address IPV in the post-conflict 

context are a useful indicator for the capacity of the bureaucracy to develop contextually 

responsive policy, responsive to gendered need. 

 

6.31  Gender neutrality  

Domestic Violence is defined within the draft strategy as’ threatening, controlling, coercive 

behaviour, violence or abuse (psychological, physical, verbal, sexual, financial or emotional) 

inflicted on anyone (irrespective of age, ethnicity, religion, gender or sexual orientation) by a 

current or former intimate partner or family member’. (DSVS, 2013 p23) 

 

In its gender-neutral definition and in its universal remit, which extends to all forms of abuse 

which may occur in the domestic setting (elder abuse, child abuse etc). The strategy therefore 

reflects the dominant understandings of equality, as instantiated through universal and 

symmetrical provision, discussed earlier in this chapter. 

A gender-neutral approach to IPV, however, fails to isolate the distinct drivers and dynamics 

of IPV that undermine women's substantive equality. This approach masks the gendered power 

differentials that enable IPV and inhibits the development of sufficiently responsive policy 

interventions. 

 

While men are undoubtedly affected by IPV in Northern Ireland, the vast majority of IPV 

continues to be committed by men against their current or former partners (World Health 

Organisation, 2017). The United Nations recognises violence against women as the product of 

historically unequal power relations between men and women and as such constitutes one of 

the social and cultural mechanisms which continue to subordinate women.  Indeed, the UN 

General Assembly, the world’s global government explicitly recognises the gendered nature of 

violence against women: 
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‘Recognizing that violence against women is a manifestation of historically unequal 
power relations between men and women, which have led to domination over and 
discrimination against women by men and to the prevention of the full advancement of women, 
and that violence against women is one of the crucial social mechanisms by which women are 
forced into a subordinate position compared with men’  
 

(UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, 1993) 
 
Consensus on the issue at the UN General Assembly renders the Northern Ireland approach of 

a gender-neutral policy all the more incongruous. Halperin-Kadderi and Freeman (2016, p200) 

argue that to ignore the gendered attributes of violence against women is in itself ‘tantamount 

to overt discrimination’, acknowledging that in certain circumstances substantive equality may 

require the use of gender-specific language in recognition of the gender differences that must 

be acknowledged in order to promote equality.   

 

The capacity for gender-specificity in the nuancing of policy is problematic for SCS against a 

backdrop of institutional legacies of fair employment and a deeply embedded culture of 

symmetrical treatment, conditioned to be impervious to difference. A rationale for a gender-

neutral approach to policy with similarly gendered antecedents is offered by the interviewee 

below: 

‘Now stalking is largely directed at females, not exclusively, just as domestic violence 
isn’t exclusively male or female it can be the other way around, but the majority is one way. 
We didn’t start off by saying how do we make sure this is equal, what we said is..is there a 
problem and does this need to be addressed and how do we address it. In doing that clearly, we 
take account of the fact that it isn’t just one sex it could be both ways’  

Interviewee 1 

 

While stalking can affect men or women, much like IPV, it is an offence in which victims are 

overwhelmingly female, with its genesis in the same patriarchal social and cultural norms 

which subordinate women. Of particular significance in this quote is the interviewee’s 

invocation of biological sex to characterise the nature of the difference. This suggests recourse 

to gender-neutral policy is facilitated by understandings of gender as biological difference and 

as such, indicates an approach which is blind to power differentials which are instantiated 

through socially constructed gender norms.  

Addressing the issue of the increasing use of gender-neutrality in respect of domestic violence 

policy, former UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, Yakin Erturk, 
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acknowledged that unless violence against women is clearly understood as an expression of 

deep-seated patriarchal, social and cultural norms, it cannot seriously be addressed (Report of 

the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, 2009).   

 

Deep-seated patriarchal norms might be further distorted or ‘rhetorically camouflaged’ 

(Halperrin-Kadderi and Freeman, 2016), by the DSV's conflation of different forms of abuse 

which may occur in the domestic setting (elder abuse, child abuse etc.). The draft Strategy 

references ‘the toxic three model’ used in child safeguarding. The model arises from an analysis 

of 139 serious case reviews in which children were seriously harmed or died, and subsequent 

findings that at least one of the trio was implicated (Brandon et al., 2009). The draft strategy's 

extension of the toxic three model to IPV illustrates the danger of conflating different forms of 

abuse. While it may be relevant in determining risk indicators for child protection, IPV has its 

antecedents in culture, gender identity and the abuse of power and control (World Health 

Organisation, 2017). In failing at the outset to conceptualise the problem, then the strategy’s 

capacity to provide effective solutions is fatally fettered:  

‘The reality of domestic and sexual violence is gendered. Therefore, a gendered 
approach within the strategy would include both women and men within the strategy and 
accurately reflect the gendered experiences of women and men. In failing to make such a 
distinction, the strategy in its current form does not provide an accurate picture of domestic 
and sexual violence in Northern Ireland. In doing so it does a disservice to all victims of 
domestic and sexual violence, both female and male.’ 

(Women’s Aid Federation NI, 2014, p5) 

 

Further dangers associated with a gender-neutral approach include a lack of gender-

disaggregated data and associated funding cuts to women’s only services, which have arisen 

as a consequence where officials consider that a gender-specific approach is not necessary 

because policies, such as the DSV will benefit men and women on equal footing: 

 

‘I’m just thinking if I were in DE why would I be looking for a gender policy unit as 
opposed to a good policy unit’ 

Interviewee 11 

 

Information provided by civil society to the CEDAW committee reveals significant cuts in 

funding for women's organizations and expert centres on gender equality and women's human 

rights and has attributed those cuts to the policy of backing away from gender specificity and 
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preference for gender neutrality. In its 2008 examination of the UK and NI, the CEDAW 

Committee heard evidence that a gender-neutral interpretation of gender equality duty in 

England and Wales had a negative impact on funding to women’s organisations and the 

provision of women’s only services (CEDAW Concluding Observations, 2008). 

The threat posed by gender-neutral policy to the sustainability of the women’s sector has 

particular implications in the context of Northern Ireland’s mainstreaming model. The 

participative/democratic element of the model; a statutory requirement for consultation on 

policy, overlaid with the traditional absence of dedicated women’s policy machinery in SCS, 

ensure that the policy-making process is critically dependent on the voluntary/third sector for 

gender expertise in policymaking. 

 

In respect of the draft strategy’s approach to human rights, two distinct critiques appear in the 

responses to the consultation.  Consultees cited the failure of the draft strategy to address the 

specificity of the NI context and further identified the need to locate the approach to domestic 

and sexual violence within a rights-based framework, embedded in domestic, regional and 

international human rights obligations (NIHRC, 2014; Women’s Aid Federation NI, 2014; 

ECNI, 2014). Both omissions can be connected to contextualised understandings of political 

impartiality and the politicisation of the rights discourse in NI.  

 

The gendered nature of violence against women engages a wide range of civil, political and 

socio-economic rights. The extensive body of international law which has been engaged in 

respect of violence against women reflects the international legal system as a site of 

transnational feminist advocacy and the strategic litigation of the human rights canon to better 

reflect women’s lives. Violence against women (VAW) is understood as constitutive of torture 

and a violation of women’s right to life and equality. It is recognised as an impediment to 

women’s ability to vindicate their right to an adequate standard of living and the right to the 

highest standard of physical and mental health1.  

 
1 Common Article 3 ICCPR, ICESCR and ECHR 14 Torture (ICCPR Article 7 and ECHR 3); right to life 
(ICCPR Article 6; ECHR 2) Right to make a living (ICESCR A7) ICESCR Protection of the family and 
Marriage with consent (Article 10ICESCR) Right to an adequate standard of living and continuous 
improvement of living conditions (Article 11) Right to the highest attainable standard of physical and 
mental health (Article 12)  
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In addition to prohibitions, state obligations under international and regional human rights law 

are further understood to bear positive preventative obligations. The CEDAW committee 

confers specific obligations on government to work to end the discrimination of women and 

directly links responses to domestic violence to that obligation (CEDAW General 

Recommendation No.19, 1994). 

 

Notwithstanding the significant amount of international obligations binding on governmental 

responses to violence against women, human rights are first referenced in appendix five to the 

draft strategy under the heading ‘evidence used to inform the strategy’. Although several 

human rights standards are acknowledged, the binding nature of the relevant international 

human rights standards is not recognised and the inclusion of rights in a list type format, 

suggests an ex post facto approach. The list is partial and of particular concern to the NIHRC 

(2014, p6) was the omission of binding European Convention of Human Rights provisions2 

and extensive case law at the European Court of Human Rights, in respect of states positive 

obligations to prevent (Opuz v Turkey, Application number 3340/02 9 June 2009 Para 136).  

 

Against the backdrop of the politicisation of the human rights discourse in Northern Ireland, it 

is unsurprising to find a light touch approach to rights within the document. Bureaucrats may 

perceive the traditional association of the rights discourse with the nationalist community as 

potentially alienating to unionist ministers and may bring political impartiality into play with 

regard to how bureaucrats situate themselves. Political impartiality here is engaged less in the 

ability to serve Ministers equally and more in the ability to retain and enjoy the confidence of 

a wide range of ministers.  

The failure to firmly ground the strategy in a human rights framework, however, has significant 

implications for women. Ni Aoláin and McWilliams (2015, p6) note: 

‘Without recognising this framework of rights in responding to domestic violence, the 
strategy runs the risk of relegating individuals to the status of pleaders for protection, rather 
than as independent individuals with rights and status as of right.’  
 

The failure to explicitly acknowledge women as rights-bearers functions to compound 

women’s subordination through the discursive construction of policy interventions as 

paternalistic benevolence, ultimately disempowering women and reinforcing their subordinate 

 
2 Article 2 right to life, Article 3 prohibition on torture, Article 8 Right to private and family life, 
Article 14 Prohibition on discrimination 
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position. Beyond discursive implications, at the most basic level, women cannot seek the 

vindication of rights of which they are unaware. The state’s own failure to even expressly 

acknowledge positive obligations to prevent violence against women makes these rights even 

more distant.    

 

6.32 Dislocation from the post-conflict context 

The draft strategy's failure to acknowledge the impact of the conflict in Northern Ireland, the 

transition to a post-conflict society, and how these processes impact on VAW constitutes a 

critical omission.  On first inspection, this would appear to be a bizarre omission against the 

legacy of thirty years of active conflict. Here too women’s rights claims encounter resistance 

as a consequence of the continuing contestation of a conflict narrative. 

Throughout the conflict in Northern Ireland, the British Government maintained a consistent 

position which rejected the ‘national liberation’ regime of Protocol I of the Geneva 

Conventions, the civil war‘ regime of Protocol II, and the ‘internal armed conflict‘ standards 

of Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions as inapplicable to the conflict (O’Rourke, 

2009). This position contrast starkly with Republican and Nationalist groups who situated the 

armed activities of non-state actors in the context of a ‘national liberation’ struggle. Thus, even 

acknowledgement of the conflict, as conflict carries political implications in Northern Ireland.  

The recognition of conflict in the context of one policy, in a way which engages with 

international standards (for example, The United Nations Security Council’s Women Peace 

and Security Agenda) may have associative implications, and as such is likely to trigger the 

intervention of elite political actors. In this case, understandings of political impartiality may 

intersect with the drivers and dynamics of power-sharing (Discussed in the next chapter) and 

in particular bureaucrats' conception of their role to include a conflict management function. 

In discharging this role, bureaucrats will determine a ‘middle course' in policy development 

most likely to ensure consensus and policy progression.   

 

As a consequence, NI remains outside the imprimatur of the British government’s UNSCR 

1325 commitments and dislocated from the wider United Nations Women, Peace and Security 

(WPS) agenda. Through the CEDAW Committee’s General Recommendation 30 on women 

in conflict prevention, conflict and post-conflict situations, the CEDAW Committee has been 

able to import the spirt and substance of the WPS agenda to the UK monitoring process. For 

purposes of monitoring, however, the British government remains the state party to the 
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convention and as such largely determines the parameters of engagement in a way which 

reflects its strategic interests and wider foreign and domestic policy agenda. 

 

This arrangement illustrates the complex operation of vertically ‘nested’ institutions. Formal 

institutions which exist at the international level (CEDAW monitoring and WPS agenda) with 

inherent capacity to advance and leverage women’s rights claims at the domestic level, are 

effectively hollowed out by the intersection of the formal architecture of devolution operating 

in conjunction with informal drivers for political impartiality and a conflict management role 

conception among elite bureaucrats. 

A further consequence of the dislocation of the draft strategy from the conflict-related context 

of its application is located in its inability to acknowledge that some people and communities 

may still feel unable to go to police or government agencies to seek redress. In effect, the 

strategy may remain inaccessible to the most marginalised and vulnerable women. 

In societies emerging from conflict, violence against women may change in form though not 

prevalence, yet the strategy is bereft of any intent to examine the hidden levels of IPV and 

sexual violence during the NI conflict and their legacy. The failure to acknowledge the hidden 

impact of conflict on women expunges women's harms from the narrative of the conflict, 

maintaining a focus on public male violence and dominant hegemonies: 

‘[W]ithout a willingness to engage the legacy and context of the conflict, the strategy 
will have difficulty engaging the kind of transformative agenda or change that it 
promises to deliver’  

(McWillaims and Ni Aolain, 2015, p3). 
 

6.33 The Tackling Domestic and Sexual Violence Strategy (2013) - Equality Impact 

Assessment 

The equality screening process for the draft DSV strategy provides essential insights into the 

causal chain which connects core bureaucratic values, once instantiated, with gendered 

outcomes. The equality screening process for the strategy reveals understandings of equality 

and impartiality, firmly embedded in neutrality, functioning as inhibitors to substantive 

equality. This creates a further tension with the expert bureaucratic role required to discharge 

impact assessment process in a way that is responsive to the needs of marginalised groups. 
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The purpose of screening is to identify those policies that are likely to have an equality impact 

and to determine systematically, whether a full equality impact assessment is necessary. The 

policy screening process can result in one of three potential outcomes: the policy may be 

screened in for full impact assessment, the policy screened out with mitigation, or screened out 

without mitigation (DOJ, 2014). 

Guidance indicates that where a minor or major equality impact is determined, a full equality 

impact assessment is recommended. Minor impacts are determined on the basis that by 

amending the policy there are better opportunities to promote equality of opportunity and that 

any asymmetrical equality impacts caused by the policy are intentional because they are 

designed to promote equality of opportunity for marginalised groups.  

A major equality impact is indicated where the policy is significant in terms of its strategic 

importance, has potential or unknown impacts, where impacts are complex, or where impacts 

are likely to be adverse or experienced disproportionately by groups of people including those 

who are marginalised or disadvantaged (DOJ, 2014).  

 

No impact assessment is considered necessary where the policy has no relevance to equality of 

opportunity or where the policy is purely technical and hence unlikely to have an equality 

impact. (DOJ, 2014). In order to establish the level of potential impact (major/minor/none) two 

specific questions are posed; whether the policy is likely to impact on equality of opportunity 

and whether there are opportunities within the policy to better promote equality of opportunity 

for people within section 75 categories. Against this criterion, civil servants concluded that the 

strategy had neither the potential to impact on equality of opportunity nor the potential to better 

promote equality for section 75 groups.  

 

This determination was grounded in the gender-neutral, universal nature of the strategy: ‘This 

strategy and its implementation will promote equal access to service provision. Therefore, it is 

envisaged there will be no impact on equality of opportunity’ (DOJ, 2014, p20).The screening 

exercise notes:  

‘This Strategy will impact on all sections of the community equally. While the Strategy 
recognises that some sectors of the community have specific needs, experiences and 
priorities, there has been no evidence from research or engagement with stakeholders 
[…] to suggest that there will be either a negative or positive impact or effect on any 
one specific sector of the section 75 categories’  (DOJ, 2014 p21). 
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The rationale for these conclusions provides a valuable insight into equality and impartiality as 

operationalised and implicates a reified neutrality norm operating in opposition to the 

substantive representation of women and marginalised groups. 

 

The misconception that a gender neutrality strategy will deliver gender neutral outcomes is a 

fundamental fault line in this regard: 

'All section 75 categories will benefit from the strategy. The strategy is gender-neutral 
and takes account of and reflects the diverse nature of the current and changing NI 
demographic.’ (DOJ, 2014 p8) 
 
The logic employed in conflating gender-neutral policy with equal access to public goods and 

services resonates strongly with comments from interviewees, discussed earlier in this chapter 

reflecting the assumption that in the context of a neutral policy, all boats will rise. This reveals 

a default approach towards the symmetrical provision of public goods and services and is an 

approach which is blind to existing structural inequalities. 

 

Acknowledging that violence against women is rooted in multiple and intersecting forms of 

discrimination, the failure to consider women's less favourable social and economic situation 

in NI together with the under-representation of women in public life and decision-making 

processes is a critical omission in concluding an equality of access.  

 

A further diagnostic opportunity exists in an assertion of no evidence to support the potential 

for the strategy to have a differential impact. Here, in addition to incongruity, evidence of 

absence is conflated with the absence of evidence.  

Information presented at different points in the document itself illustrate the potential for a 

differential impact of the policy on the basis of gender: 

'there is more potential for women to be victims of domestic or sexual violence by virtue 
of their gender' (DOJ, 2014 p16).  
 
A clue to the incongruity may exist in the conflation of sex and gender, and the 

acknowledgement of need for sex-segregated provision (DOJ, 2014, p15).  The different needs 

of men and women are seen singularly in the context of biological distinction, as such the 

screening process remains inattentive to women’s differentiated needs arising from socially 

constructed gender norms.  
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Pages twelve and thirteen of the equality screening document, repeat with consistency, that 

data is absent, partial or limited in respect of each of the section 75 categories. The absence of 

disaggregated data is taken as evidence of absence when considering impact, an approach 

wholly rejected by the ECNI:   

‘The department asserts in the screening form that there is limited evidence from some 
groups. The Commission advises this is a reason in itself for screening the strategy in and 
conducting an EQIA.’ (ECNI, 2014, p12) 
 
The ECNI disputed the department’s decision not to subject the draft strategy to full equality 

impact assessment, asserting its own view that the draft strategy retained the capacity to have 

a major impact on equality of opportunity;  

 ‘we recommend that the two departments, in line with their equality scheme commitment to 
carry out an equality impact assessment (EQIA) on policies which have a major potential 
impact to promote equality of opportunity, undertake a joint EQIA on this policy.’ (ECNI, 
2014) 
 
Impact assessment with its genesis in the expert-bureaucratic model of equality mainstreaming 

is reliant on the ability of policymakers to identify potential impacts for marginalised or 

disadvantaged groups. Evidence considered here would suggest that a deeply embedded 

neutrality norm, manifest in the operation of equality and impartiality presents a significant 

impediment to the discharge of that statutory function. 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter analysed core bureaucratic values and explicated the capacity for those values 

when imbued by context and temporality to function with distinctly gendered consequences. 

Analysis of impartiality and equality considered here, resonate with Feminist Institutionalist 

understandings of institutional change and reveal institutional layering and path dependence 

operating with gendered effect. Notwithstanding the critical juncture of the 1998 Good Friday 

Agreement and new arrangements for power-sharing government, grounded in 

representativeness and equality mainstreaming, the layering and conversion of new institutions 

over old (Mahoney and Thelen, 2009) reveals remnants of majoritarian government- 

ministerial direction and neutrality- as potent inhibitors to the outworking of new formal 

provisions for substantive equality and redistributive public policy. 
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Despite the paradigm shift from formal equality to substantive equality envisaged by the 

section 75 mainstreaming duty, neutrality continues to infuse core bureaucratic values and role 

conceptions operationalised in the mainstreaming process. Bureaucrat role conceptions remain 

closer to that articulated by George Worthington in correspondence with Bollens, (1998, p695): 

‘We’re not about making social engineering decisions or ones that would be perceived as such’. 

Substantive equality and internal advocacy for women and marginalised groups requires social 

engineering and the re-alignment of core bureaucratic values, away from neutral competence 

towards greater (substantive) representativeness.  

 

These findings attest to Feminist Institutionalist understandings of path dependence, in which 

critical junctures may be less determinant than the day to day decision-making processes and 

policies which serve to re-inscribe core values (Haškova and Saxonberg, 2011). Continuing 

contestation of new institutions for equality further impacts on the ability of new formal 

arrangements to inhere, revealing a gendered liability of newness (Mackay, 2015). 

Having considered the institutions which underpin SCS culture and practice and the core values 

which frame bureaucratic decision making, the next chapter examines the distinct drivers and 

dynamics generated by the administration of power-sharing government and which further 

shape and mould bureaucratic decision making. 
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Chapter 7  

The administration of power-sharing government - bureaucratic discretion and the 

substantive representation of women. 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores how the formal and informal rules and processes which give effect to 

power-sharing government in Northern Ireland impact on bureaucratic decision-making, 

considering in particular how the power-sharing context may shape and infuse the parameters 

of bureaucratic discretion.  

The chapter begins by acknowledging the gendered implications of governance and outlines 

how the failure to agree on major social policy issues may constitute a form of structural 

violence against women when overlaid with the situation of women as the primary 

beneficiaries of public services and social policy. 

The chapter proceeds to examine power-sharing in consociational theory, with its emphasis on 

inclusive decision-making processes, and contrasts this with aberrative dynamics of power-

splitting and power-snaring associated with the Northern Ireland model. In considering the 

capacity for those dynamics to impact in gendered ways, the chapter identifies and explicates 

four key impediments to good governance and the provision of public services - (i) ministerial 

individualism, (ii) siloed working, (iii) quid pro quo distribution and (iv) carve up and policy 

capture.  

The chapter progresses to consider the adaptive strategies employed by bureaucrats to navigate 

these dynamics in the context of policy making, considering in particular implications for the 

substantive representation of women, redistributive public policy and gender justice. The 

chapter finds evidence of (i) embracing realpolitik and (ii) a primacy of consensus as key 

strategies in the administration of power-sharing government in NI.  

Finally, the chapter reflects on bureaucratic approaches to conflict management, and finds (i) 

a brokering role, (ii) strong drivers for stability and momentum and (iii) increased 

politicisation. The chapter considers the implications of aberrative power-sharing dynamics 

against Kaufman’s (1956) model of competing bureaucratic values and in particular how the 

dynamics and drivers of power-sharing may bolster executive dominance. When taken 

alongside powerful drivers for neutrality embedded in core bureaucratic values discussed in 
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the previous chapter, it reveals further pressure on the capacity of the bureaucracy to actively 

represent the interests of women and marginalised groups 

 

7.1 Governance, gender and the power-sharing bureau 

Governance as ‘the exercise of political power to manage a community’s affairs’ (Weiss, 2000; 

Gisselquist, 2014, p515) represents a point of intersection between the dynamics of power-

sharing and bureaucratic decision-making in the design and delivery of public services.  As 

such, the extent to which aberrative dynamics may impact capacity for good governance 

provides an appropriate entry point for this analysis. 

Rotberg, (2014, p515) locates good governance in the provision of several important public 

goods; the provision of security, the rule of law, the right of political participation, the capacity 

to pursue economic opportunity; and service provision in terms of healthcare, education and 

public services.  

Good public services (education, healthcare, housing etc.) are considered vital for the 

achievement of gender equality (Women's Budget Group, 2019). Women use more public 

services and are more likely to experience economic disadvantage by virtue of their looser 

attachment to the labour market due to their traditional role as unpaid carers and over-

representation in informal employment (De Henau, 2017). Women's status as the primary 

beneficiaries of public services is further consolidated by their longer life expectancy and their 

responsibility to manage care for children, older people and sick and disabled people (Elson, 

2012).  

Clear policy formation and implementation are crucial to good governance (McEvoy, 2017). 

The provision of and access to public services as contingent upon effective governance is 

understood here as gendered in that any disruption to, or impact upon provision is likely to 

impact the most vulnerable and marginalised women disproportionately. In assessing the 

capacity for good governance in Northern Ireland’s post-conflict institutions, the remainder of 

the chapter focuses on the distinct dynamics and drivers which arise as a result of the power-

sharing institutional arrangements. The next section of the chapter begins that process by 

locating NI’s particular arrangements in the wider context of power-sharing theory and 

practice. 
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7.12 Power sharing – theoretical considerations 

Power-sharing arrangements overwhelmingly feature as the institutional prescription of choice 

in the internationally mediated settlements which follow violent ethnic conflict. The continued 

ascendancy of power-sharing theory is consolidated by scholarship, which indicates that parties 

to conflict are more likely to accept settlements when they are included in power-sharing 

institutions (Walter, 2002). 

 

Power-sharing interventions are generally reflective of either consociational (Lijphart, 1977; 

McGarry and O’Leary, 2009) or centripetal theory (Horowitz, 2002), although as a 

contextually responsive intervention, it is not uncommon to find some hybridity in application 

(See for example power-sharing provisions in Fiji).  Whereas consociational theory begins 

from the principle of inclusivity, envisaging the direct political participation of all groups, 

centripetal theory adopts an approach of rewarding moderation through the promotion of 

centrist coalitions and intergroup co-operation. 

 

The Northern Ireland model of power-sharing is firmly grounded in consociational theory, with 

formal arrangements for a multi-party executive (grand coalition), single transferable voting 

system (proportionality), provision for weighted voting, parallel consent and a petition of 

concern mechanism (mutual vetoes) and devolution of selected legislative competencies to a 

Northern Ireland Assembly (segmental autonomy).   

 

At its core, whether formal or informal, direct or indirect, liberal or corporate, power-sharing 

theory assumes that elites will be incentivised to work together, and that government will 

function based on elite accommodation through inter-communal bargaining and co-operation. 

This assumption  however contrasts starkly however with Bell and Pospisil's (2017) assertion 

of ‘formalised political unsettlement’ which in contrast to understanding the formal political 

settlement as an endpoint, views framework peace agreements as staging posts which serve to 

translate disagreement at the heart of the preceding conflict into a set of political and legal 

institutions for continuing negotiation and contestation.  

 

Lijphart acknowledges significant departure from consociation’s original design as an informal 

institutional prescription for plural but stable societies to its formal and coercive application in 
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the aftermath of violent ethnic conflict (Lijphart, 2002, p4). Lijpart acknowledges that 

significant conceptual stretching has occurred from the original power-sharing model; one of 

voluntary coalition in plural but stable societies to its contemporary application as an externally 

imposed response to the immediate aftermath of violent conflict. This distinction sets the scene 

for the involuntary coalition as one replete with internal political tensions. When overlaid with 

Bell and Pospisil’s (2017) thesis of formalised political unsettlement, the transmutation of  

violent conflict to continuing political contestation provides a necessary conceptual foothold 

for the aberrative dynamics of power splitting and power-snaring (Gormley-Heenan, 2011) 

which underpin this section.   

 

At a theoretical level, with its commitment to inclusivity and parity of esteem, proponents of 

consociationalism argue that it can lay the foundation for sustainable peace over time; through 

its capacity to promote inter-group collaboration and stability (O’Leary, 2013; McCulloch, 

2014). A parallel body of scholarship, however, argues a range of limitations. It is argued that 

consociational power-sharing entrenches and exacerbates division (Taylor, 2009), empowers 

and rewards ethnic elites (Roeder and Rothchild, 2005), rewards violence (Tull and Mehler, 

2005); is gender-blind (Byrne and Mcculloch, 2018) and consolidates elite access to power 

political power at the expense of women and minorities (Rebouché and Fearon, 2005; Deiana, 

2015) 

 

Recent critical and feminist scholarship, however, evinces a new and more pragmatic 

departure. Focusing on power-sharing’s core tenet of inclusivity, Byrne and McCulloch (2018) 

scope potential intersections between power-sharing and the Women Peace and Security 

agenda. Mackay and Murtagh (2019) employ a feminist institutional lens to identify theoretical 

entry points for future explication and potential alignment. Brown and Ni Aolain (2017) further 

scope the complementarity of top-down power-sharing with bottom-up transitional justice.  

This turn in scholarship, away from blanket critique suggests the advent of the third phase of 

power-sharing theory in which attention is concentrated on how the negative and exclusionary 

aspects of elite-driven identity politics might be re-aligned with emancipatory post-conflict 

societal transformations. This research investigation follows in that vein. 

 

While much is known of the dynamics created by power-sharing and their capacity to impact 

adversely on gender outcomes, considerably less is known about the role of the elite bureaucrat 
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in that process, and much less still in respect of the adaptive strategies and responses employed 

by elite bureaucrats to navigate aberrative power-sharing dynamics. This chapter aims to scope 

that terrain, employing a gender lens to examine the impact of aberrative power-sharing 

dynamics on bureaucratic decision making. 

 

7.13 Power- splitting and Power-snaring  

 

While the 1998 Good Friday Agreement envisaged the inclusive sharing of power, the 

subsequent implementation of its provisions reveals aberrative counter dynamics in operation; 

specifically practices of power- splitting and power-snaring (Aughey, 2005; Gormley-Heenan, 

2011).   

Between 1999 – 2002, the political institutions in Northern Ireland were suspended by the 

Secretary of State on four separate occasions. Formal direct rule from Westminster was re-

introduced between the 11th of February 2000 and the 20th May 2000 with a further two one 

day suspensions (11 August 2001 and 21st September 2001). The inability to secure a sufficient 

level of consensus for the operation of the political institutions culminated in the eventual 

decision on 14th October 2002 to place them in cold storage pending a further round of political 

negotiations to resolve outstanding issues. The degree of enmity which inhibited the 

consolidation of the fledgling institutions during this period is encapsulated in the dominant 

practice of power-splitting. Power-splitting is ‘characterised by individual rather than 

collective actions with departments functioning as autonomous party fiefdoms’(Aughey, 2005; 

Wilford and Wilson, 2006).  During this period, NI departments were run as separate spheres 

of administrative competence with ministerial solo runs on policy overtly bypassing the de jure 

inclusivity of the multi-party Executive. A classic example exists in the decision of Martin 

McGuinness, then Minister for Education to unilaterally abolish academic selection for 

secondary schools based on the controversial 11 plus exam in Northern Ireland, without 

recourse to executive colleagues (Gray and Birrell, 2012). 

 

Changes made by the St Andrews Agreement paved the way for the restoration of the devolved 

institutions in 2006 and sought to inhibit the practice of power-splitting through the creation of 

a new statutory ministerial code (Section 28a, Northern Ireland Act, 1998). The new code 

required all ministerial decisions which were significant, controversial, outside of the agreed 

programme for government and those which involved cross-departmental working, to require 
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formal executive agreement. In addition to new obligations on ministers, amendments to the 

Northern Ireland Act (Section 28B) made provision for an assembly vote to refer matters to the 

executive.  These provisions, when taken with the ability of the First Minister and deputy First 

Minister acting jointly, to ‘call in' matters from other departments, created a mutual veto for 

the two largest parties. In effect, those policies or proposals which were opposed by either of 

the two largest parties, Sinn Fein and the DUP, could not secure executive agreement.  

 

Despite the intent of the St Andrews agreement, power-splitting remained embedded practice. 

This is identifiable in the DUP Health Minister Edwin Poots’ maintenance of a controversial 

ban on gay blood donation and prohibition of adoption by gay and unmarried couples, out with 

the imprimatur of the NI Executive (BBC Northern Ireland News, 2015). A further and 

unintended consequence of provisions agreed at St Andrew's, however, has been to inculcate a 

practice of power-snaring.  Power-snaring presents in the form of a disposition to frustrate the 

plans of one’s ministerial colleagues and is manifest in the deployment of vetoes (Gormley-

Heenan, 2011).  As a consequence of power-snaring dynamics, policies have become political 

hostages to wider political powerplays, functioning as leverage for negotiation.  

 

Rather than distinct phases of power-snaring and power-splitting, these aberrative dynamics 

may interact. Returning to the example of education, while power-splitting dynamics may have 

precipitated the unilateral decision to end academic selection, power-snaring dynamics have 

resulted in the deployment of vetoes, which have prevented alternative transfer arrangements. 

As a consequence, of the failure to agree a new system for the transfer of children from primary 

to secondary education, independent and unregulated academic testing has been used by 

Catholic and Protestant Grammar schools to form the basis of selection (Gray and Birrell, 

2012). 

 

7.14 Implications of aberrative power-sharing  

Interviews with SCS's identified the implications of dynamics of power-splitting and power-

snaring in governance and the development of policy. Considered here, in the context of their 

capacity to impact on gender, the findings point to ministerial individualism and departmental 

silos, a quid pro quo approach to public goods and policy capture. 
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7.15 Ministerial individualism and departmental silos 

 

Ministerial Individualism 

A significant consequence of aberrative power-sharing dynamics has been to facilitate 

‘ministerial individualism’ (Gray and Birrell, 2011) and siloed-working in government 

departments.  

This is problematic in that the levers for gender equality and redistributive public policy are 

not singularly located in any one department. By contrast, those policies and interventions with 

the potential to impact most on women and marginalised groups are wholly contingent on inter-

departmental working toward common purpose (See for example The NI Executive’s Gender 

Equality Strategy 2006 -2016).   

A recognition of collaborative working as central to improved policy outcomes is reflected in 

the Northern Ireland Executive’s transition to a new outcome-focused Programme for 

Government (PfG). The most recent PfG (2016 – 2020) moves away from the allocation of 

individual targets to departments toward 14 overarching outcomes, which require extensive 

cross-departmental activity.  A vital feature of the new PfG is its reliance on collaborative 

working. The document itself acknowledges that the NI Executive will need to work 

collaboratively to deliver the programme, driving work across boundaries and focusing on 

outcomes rather than traditional departmental lines (Draft Programme for Government, 2016). 

The transition to an outcomes based PfG represents a new departure, with a latent capacity to 

deliver improved gender outcomes through its requirement for collaborative working toward 

common objectives. Interview analysis, however, reveals the presence of informal inhibitors 

emanating from the dynamics of power-splitting/snaring, which continue to exert a substantial 

counterweight in favour of silo-based working. Participants identified the capacity of power 

splitting dynamics to expose paradigmatic fault lines (ministerial individualism versus 

executive collectivity) and to intersect with both context (budgetary constraints) and 

temporality (legacies of NICS re-structuring). 

 

Ministerial individualism (Gray and Birrell, 2012) exists as a product of the absence of the 

principle of collective responsibility governing ministerial and executive decision-making. 

This capacity for ministerial individualism, while constrained to some degree by the 
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requirements of the statutory code agreed at St Andrew's, has nevertheless enabled ministers 

to directly stymie collaborative working and encouraged the operation of government 

departments as ‘silos’ or ‘ministerial fiefdoms.  

Participants acknowledged the capacity of ministerial individualism to function as an inhibitor 

of policy responsiveness and innovation: 

‘…doing radical things, that doesn't mean you have a revolutionary change it may well 
be, as we're doing , you have pilots, they work and you start to re-direct resource from less 
productive areas, but it's not easy because essentially we don't have one system because 
departments historically have been separate and territorial and they often have ministers from 
quite different political persuasions who are quite jealous of their fiefdoms. That […] has 
historically not worked well when it comes to working in a collaborative government situation.’ 

Interviewee 1  

 

‘Where there should be collaborative working because it is an issue that’s cross-cutting and 
depending on the ministers in those departments they’ll say, under no circumstances are you 
speaking to that other department.’ 

Interviewee 2 

 

Officials are unable to challenge or resist a direct ministerial instruction, unless under the 

auspices of a formal ministerial direction. Ministerial directions are formal instructions from 

Ministers telling their department to proceed with spending proposals, which acknowledge that 

they have received official advice to the contrary. Officials are compelled to seek a direction 

where they consider a Minister’s proposals to breach regularity, propriety, value for money or 

feasibility. As a result of a formal direction, the lines of subsequent accountability are clearly 

drawn (The Institute for Government, 2019). The restriction of the circumstances under which 

an official may seek a direction to those of financial propriety and expenditure alone, is a 

significant constraint on the ability of the SCS to resist and challenge the dynamics of power-

splitting. The intricacies of this dilemma are succinctly captured by the interviewee below: 

 

‘but I suppose there’s plenty of ministerial decisions taken a lower level and I suppose 
it is that balance for civil servants […] you are still supposed to serve your Minister, so like if 
your minister asks you to do something that you think is being biased by his or her politics, it’s 
only really if it goes against the principles of managing public money or value for money or 
something like that, where you would actually say well hang on minister ..you can't do [that]. 
There is an extent to which they do get to pursue their own agendas if it’s not a cross-cutting 
executive level issue […] I suppose it’s trying to work out where your line is. For me, it’s 



 

168 
 

 

always been helpful that there are those value for money principles, so you’re sort of going, 
actually that’s where the line is.’ 

Interviewee 3 

 

In offering an applied example, interviewee 3 elaborated how the threshold of managing public 

money in respect of seeking a formal ministerial direction, may offer an insufficient defence 

against ministerial individualism and fundamental departures from the core values of the GFA:  

 

‘In this role, I’m often using the example that we’ve got a number of XXXX facilities 
in the country that are not up to the standard that you would like them to be. We don’t have the 
money to do them at once, so you’ve got a decision-making process there, but a minister could 
tell you do any one of the three and there is a need and a value for money justification, but you 
might be going oh well you’ve only picked that one because… but you wouldn’t really have 
the right to say well I disagree because they can say well in my judgement that’s better for the 
country because the people of that area need it more, for regeneration or something that doesn’t 
come into the value for money spectrum […]. Whereas if they said well actually, we’re going 
to use that money to build a water theme park, you’d be going hang on a minute [….] So I 
suppose that’s where I would see my own personal line on that, you have to be able to justify 
that you are using the money wisely, whether it’s the most wise thing that you could possibly 
do, it’s always going to be subjective.’ 

Interviewee 3  

 

Neutral competence is presented again as problematic, as a core bureaucratic value in the 

power-sharing context. The fact that bureaucrats are empowered to resist financial impropriety 

but not the corruption of the very values which underpin the framework agreement and new 

socio-political order is normatively significant in two distinct ways. In the first instance, 

ministerial individualism, created by institutional layering and the vestiges of majoritarian, 

single-party government exists in tension with the legitimacy of decision-making in power-

sharing government. In the power-sharing context, the democratic imperative does not rest with 

the individual minister acting with collective responsibility, but rather in the collectivity of the 

grand coalition, its programme for government and in the core values of the new constitutional 

settlement. Secondly, a dominant neutrality norm exists in tension with active representation 

of the core values of the GFA and in this way inhibits the ability of the power-sharing 

bureaucracy to function as an internal control mechanism or democratic safeguard.  
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Interviewees further revealed the capacity for aberrative power-sharing dynamics to impact in 

less overt ways through the intersection of power-splitting dynamics with context. An 

increasingly difficult budget position for departments was identified as one such contextual 

factor with the capacity to adversely interact with power-splitting dynamics. Notwithstanding 

the outcomes-based nature of the current PfG, all departments retain individual statutory 

obligations, and departments will likely prioritise those statutory functions over collaboration 

with others in the context of an adverse budgetary position: 

 

‘Since devolution I’ve noticed a combination of the politics; having a multi-party 
government and also the budgetary position has made departments a bit more siloed I think 
and a bit more reticent to agree to partner on things unless they see the fine print and a tendency 
to look purely at what’s in it for us in terms of the objectives of our department.’ 

Interviewee 14   

 

Even when consensus on policy has been achieved, siloed-working and deference to ministerial 

individualism can continue to impact on policy implementation as in the case of the NI 

Executive’s Gender Equality Strategy 2006-2016. The contribution below clearly illustrates 

the nature of the difficulty where an overarching strategy or policy has been agreed by the 

Executive acting collectively, but in implementation, is rendered subservient to ministerial 

individualism and vulnerable to the dynamics of power-splitting and power-snaring:  

 

‘Our department has responsibility around the Gender Equality Strategy for NI[…] 
when I look at the irony around that, a government department has policy responsibility for a 
strategy around that area and it’s like turkeys and Christmas in a way because we’re part of a 
system where we’re unable to advocate to our colleagues, […] we need ministers to help unlock 
that, we need ministers to write to ministers in Department of Finance to say our people over 
here have this strategy and we need to ask you to do this, so that we can do this as part of that.’ 

Interviewee 12 

 

Siloed Working 

Silo-based working was also implicated as a potential inhibitor of remedial action to protect 

the most vulnerable in the context of the demand for departmental budget efficiencies:  

‘I suppose the only challenge that really springs to mind to me is the ability of the 
organisation to act really corporately and collaboratively, because education having to make 
the cut in school uniforms, well maybe there was something else could have been done in DE 
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[Department of Education] or done in another Department under a different accounting officer 
with a different minister that might have achieved the same saving with less negative impact.’ 

Interviewee 8  

 

In addition to the intersection of power-splitting with context, interviews further yielded 

evidence of the capacity of power-splitting dynamics to intersect with temporality. Institutional 

legacies of NICS restructuring, with its origins in political expediency, as discussed in chapter 

four, may provide fertile ground for ministerial individualism and siloed-working generated by 

practices of power-splitting:   

 
‘If you look at us size wise NI is small. Should we just be one department? Isn’t that 

the Scottish model? It’s almost like divisions or directorates within the one civil service. 
There's definitely scope for more rationalisation, and that will hopefully facilitate the delivery 
of […] the PfG and the important things that should be in all of that. The nine departments 
doesn’t suit that. Its fragmented approach is a barrier to all of that really.’ 

Interviewee 7  

 

‘If you look structurally at the Scottish Executive and the practice run that they've had 
around an outcomes-focused programme for government and so on, they're greatly empowered 
by the fact that they are a much smaller organisation than we are. They have one accounting 
officer. I would certainly propose that joining all the dots up there is much easier than it is in 
the NI structure.’ 

Interviewee 8 

 

A significant distinction between devolution in Scotland, Wales and NI has been the decision 

in Scotland and Wales to depart from the traditional Whitehall departmental model as free-

standing with individualised finance and personnel functions. The decision to avoid creating 

‘ministries' was taken so that the ministerial responsibilities were not coterminous with 

departmental functions. Welsh ministers, for instance, are not paired with a department but 

expected to work across structures to avoid compartmentalism and maximise coherence 

(Birrell, 2012). The ‘nested’ (Mackay, 2014) nature of the Whitehall model in NI functions to 

provide traction for power-splitting and fragmentation. 

As discussed in chapter four, the NICS departmental configuration has historically been 

motivated by political exigency rather than determined by optimal arrangements for 

governance: 
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‘There are some formidable problems with that structure. We’ve got the structure 
because in the interests of Northern Ireland moving out of its troubled past, we needed to take 
some additional steps to ensure representation and to give comfort to various populations and 
groups that they were actually part of the system. I mean that was important, the downside is 
that what we have done is created something which is much more silo-based government.’ 

Interviewee 1  

 

Latterly, The Executive Departments (Northern Ireland) Act 2016, reduced the number of 

departments from twelve to nine. When juxtaposed with the creation of an official opposition 

in the same year, the reduced number of departments, split between the two largest parties 

represents a significant departure from the inclusivity of the grand coalition envisaged by 

consociational theory. In this context of executive dominance and power-splitting, the 

reduction of departments is much more likely to reinforce ministerial individualism and silo-

based government. 

 

Notwithstanding a reduction from twelve to nine departments, the current structure remains 

under-responsive to the demands placed upon the service. A need for further rationalisation 

was explicitly recognised by current Head of Service; David Sterling in his evidence to the 

RHI inquiry. Of particular significance in Mr Sterling's evidence is the tacit admission of NICS 

structural considerations as a political determination rather than an administrative one. Talking 

about the reduction of government departments in Northern Ireland from twelve to nine in 

2016, Mr Sterling added ‘If I had my way, we’d reduce even further, but we are where we are 

there.’ (Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry 2018g, p99) 

 

Returning to McEvoy’s (2017) litmus test of good governance as determined by clear policy 

formulation and implementation, then NICS capacity in this regard is undoubtedly 

circumscribed. The scale and frequency of its reconfiguration, together with the migration of 

functions from one department to another have clear implications for policy capacity and the 

continuity of provision.  

 

A further inhibitor of collaborative working identified by interviewees was located in the 

misalignment of the outcomes based PfG with a budget which continues to be accessible to 

departments through a competitive bidding process rather than on the basis of collaborative 

programmatic activity. The Interviewee below uses a gender metaphor to contrast the PfG, as 
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a collaborative project with the winner takes all competitive process in which departments must 

individually bid for funds against each other. Competitiveness is equated with male behaviour 

and collaborative with female behaviour:  

 

‘So, there is something about the programme for government and the budget. The PFG 
you could say there’s a female-centred conception of power and delivery. The budget is a male, 
but the two things don’t combine. The budget allocations are very much as was. We haven’t 
re-aligned for PfG. We're still in that silo-based [mode] of departments competing with each 
other for allocations.’.  

Interviewee 15  

 

The misalignment of the budget process with the PfG may be further compounded by the 

rigidity of government accounting processes which exert a further disincentive for 

collaborative working: 

 
‘Where I get a bit confused and I’ve done a lot of work on the programme for 

government is the challenge of a single accounting officer responsible for expenditure and that 
is taken very seriously and other people spending the money. You can’t have it both ways, so 
the budget has to be aligned to the programme of work to deliver the outcome.’ 

Interviewee 2  

 

The Budget process itself clearly illustrates the footprint of power-splitting. In the 2016/2017 

budget allocation, a 5.7% reduction was applied to all departments, with the exception of 

Health and the PSNI budget which was capped at 2% (Department of Finance and Personnel, 

2016). An outcomes-based approach or one based on the sharing of power would arguably 

yield evidence of prioritised programmatic activity, grounded in the delivery of the agreed 

programme for government. 

The disjuncture between the budget process and new arrangements for an outcomes-based 

programme for government speaks to the gendered liability of newness (Mackay, 2014). Since, 

no one department can be said to hold the levers for gender equality, then collaborative and 

cross-departmental approaches are required. The current competitive bidding process works 

against collaborative programmatic activity. Here the new formal (outcomes based 

collaborative working) offers the prospect of more responsive gender policy but is layered onto 

an extant competitive bidding process, which reinforces the informal dynamics of power-

splitting and silo-based working.  
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Evidence considered here substantiates Gray and Birrell’s (2011) claim of horizontal 

segmentation of the policy-making process in NI and locates this horizontal segmentation in 

the nested and problematic legacies of the Whitehall model. These legacies of majoritarian 

governance bleed through into the power-sharing model with corrosive effects, providing 

traction for aberrative power-sharing dynamics. The Whitehall departmental model 

administered by a ‘neutral’ civil service, is distinctly disempowered and under-equipped to 

provide the active representation of marginalised groups envisaged under Section 75 of the 

1998 NI Act.  

 

7.16 Quid pro quo distribution and carve up  

Interviews further revealed the footprint of aberrative power splitting dynamics as manifest in 

a quid pro quo approach to resource allocation, representing, in effect, a carve-up between the 

two largest parties. The allocation of resources on this basis is much less likely to reflect an 

inclusive approach to redistributive public policy. The interviewee below speaks to the 

consolidation of elite power through hierarchy and carve up; 

 
‘...and there’s that whole thing that power play, the departments that had minority 

parties as the ministers were the weaker siblings.  In terms of the hierarchy there’d be the 
Executive office and the Department of Finance at the top then other departments are in a 
pecking order. XXXXXX for example where I am now would probably be towards the bottom 
of the pecking order and up until recently had a minority party. It was stripped of assets, 
massive cuts. As was department x and department y; the minority parties. The majority parties 
took the lion’s share of savings from those departments and there’s a legacy then of not being 
able to get caught up.’ 

Interviewee 15  

 

The implications of a carve-up approach were more acute in those departments with ministers 

from minority parties; 

 

‘I’ve seen us even having difficulty getting something onto the Executive agenda in the 
past and missing opportunities to move things on. It’s held up legislation or certain things we 
would like to be doing because it just wasn’t a priority for the main parties.’ 

Interviewee 14 
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This approach has clear implications for governance and for adverse gender outcomes to occur 

by consequence.  The value afforded to departments, within the elite pact can be relatively 

crudely established in accordance with the order of their selection through the D’hondt system, 

Northern Ireland’s mathematical formula for sequential portfolio allocation determined by 

party strength. Significantly, Health and the Department for Communities (formerly 

Department of Social Development); departments chiefly concerned with public service 

provision – welfare benefits, health and social service community and voluntary sector funding 

have traditionally been among the last portfolios to be selected.  

 

The institutionalisation of a ‘carve up’ approach to the distribution of public resources is 

endorsed by another interviewee, who reflects longitudinally on the development of a quid pro 

quo approach to resource allocation between the two largest parties: 

 
‘I think during the suspension time before the restoration in 2007, there would have 

been a lot of work done between departments to try and have something ready you know […] 
it was done with good will and a good genuine desire to make proposals that would be a good 
basis for discussion but then I think people felt frustrated because the political overlay just, you 
know the one for me and one for you thing came in. I think people found it very frustrating and 
difficult to take […] when it came to things like poverty, […] where you were trying to address 
deprivation or whatever, but it became a casualty of things, but that was always the way. I can 
remember the UUP/SDLP time, I can remember those sorts of things happening as well, but it 
became more the norm 
MR: Yeah…it was the default  
Respondent: it was the only way that you could get anything done. It wasn’t what I would call 
good governance. Good government was a casualty so that goes back to your conflict 
management or conflict resolution, doesn’t it? You’re managing that way.’ 

Interviewee 17  

Here, the interviewee acknowledges quid pro politics to be the price of continuity and stability 

and further situates good governance as a direct casualty of this aspect of power-splitting. 

 

7.17 Policy capture 

Interviews with participants indicated that as a direct consequence of power-snaring, policy 

was increasingly considered by elite political actors in relation to its capacity to function as 

leverage in wider institutional power-plays, than on the basis of its merits: 

‘I’d say civil servants found devolution very frustrating, from the point of view that you 
had people committed to whatever the policy area was and trying to improve things and just 
not getting it through because […] things were held hostage to other things […]people who 
were genuinely […] trying to do their plans couldn’t understand why? why will they not 
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approve it ? you would say.. there was always the ostensible reasons for it but then something 
happens and its unlocked and ]…] I know lots of people who were very frustrated […] , just 
stuff being held hostage and not approved or dealt with you know’. 

Interviewee 17  

 

Additional observations included the view that institutional power-plays, understood here as 

the manifestation of formalised unsettlement (Bell and Pospisil, 2017), corresponded with a 

lack of interest in policy development by elite political actors: 

‘Exactly how we get policy developed in those circumstances, I really found that quite 
a challenge all the time to …I mean in some ways ..there were times it was really wonderful; 
you could work on some policy and nobody would object to it because they weren’t particularly 
interested in it but budgeting it, getting it delivered and processed was deeply frustrating and 
the number of policies we got ..which were caught up in the bargaining between the 
parties…that was deeply frustrating.’ 

Interviewee 20  

 The taking of policy hostages by elite political actors has the capacity to disproportionately 

impact on women lives in three distinct ways. In the first instance, the deployment of vetoes 

and brinkmanship have inhibited the development of a distinct policy agenda which is 

responsive to NI’s particular post-conflict context. This is affirmed by Wilford, (2010, p134) 

who notes that the ‘episodic’ existence of NI’s power-sharing government has inhibited its 

policy achievements and constrained the extent to which devolution has made a difference to 

the daily lives of the population.  

Williams and Mooney (2008) point to policy departures in Scotland and Wales which indicate 

policies being made on the basis of a distinct Welsh or Scottish ideology and discernibly 

different from Westminster, in NI, by contrast, Horgan (2006) argues a direct lineage with the 

neo-liberal policy of direct rule. This analysis affirms Feminist Institutionalist articulations of 

path dependence in which routine decisions made on a day to day basis and reinforced by 

endogenous practice may be more determinant in the configuration of outcomes, proving 

particularly resilient to the new gender positive institutions born of critical junctures and 

exogenous shock (Haškova and Saxonberg, 2011).  

 

Secondly, the failure to agree major social policy issues has resulted in impasse and deadlock, 

which in turn, precipitate a default to the status quo. Returning to the example of academic 

selection used earlier in this chapter, the deployment of vetoes for alternative arrangements, 
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has resulted in a continued process of academic selection administered by private entities and 

unregulated testing (Gray and Birrell, 2012).  

 

A further and less obvious aspect of default to the status quo is that the failure to agree policy 

ensures that allocation of funds is based on purely financial considerations in deference to the 

role of Ministers to set policy: 

‘I fear at the moment we’re in a situation where finance directors will dictate everything 
really because it’s about balancing the books isn’t it.’ 

Interview 20  

 

Where the status quo ante is one of gendered inequalities, then this is an approach which locks 

women in and perpetuates the structural inequalities which have created and reinforce gendered 

disadvantage and power asymmetries. The interviewee below captures the conservatism of 

default to the status quo: 

 

‘Respondent: I do think in most parties the aspiration of what government can do is 
actually very limited in the main parties ..there’s a fairness, partly because of the complexity 
maybe ..where everybody got a veto.  The inability to have a mechanism in OFMDFM to have 
real deep negotiations between SF and DUP or whoever, to really say right we have to get 
beyond.. we have to find a common ground here to move things forward beyond the…..our 
policy here is extremely conservative in the sense that we default back to what we have at the 
moment.’ 

Interviewee 20  

 

Thirdly, the failure to agree on major social policy issues may constitute a form of structural 

violence against women when overlaid with the acknowledgement of women as the primary 

beneficiaries of public services and social policy. Galtung, (1969, p168) considers violence to 

be present when human beings are being influenced so that their actual somatic and mental 

realisations are below their potential realisations. Structural violence, as distinct from personal 

or public violence, is said to occur when unequal power relationships in societal structures lead 

to unequal life chances, harming individuals and groups from the ability to meet their needs 

(Vorobej, 2008, p89; McAuliffe, 2015, p93).  

Structural violence, in comparison to the public violence of conflict, is silent and largely 

hidden, depicted by Galtung (1969) as tranquil waters. The normalised and taken for granted 

quality of structural violence resonates strongly with the hidden and taken for granted nature 
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of the power asymmetries and norms, which perpetuate gendered inequality. A further contrast 

between the public violence of conflict and the unseen nature of structural violence rests in the 

fact that structural violence remains congruent with stability in a way that public violence is 

not (Galtung 1969, p173) Its consequences, however, are no less deadly as affirmed by the 

interviewee below:   

‘The thing that frustrates me most about it is there is so much that needs done here. 
That lack of ability to get stuff done is just getting increasingly frustrating. There will be things 
that we're not doing today that increase the risk of somebody dying in five years' time because 
we haven't done this today[…] I mean using my health facility example, the fact that I haven't 
started building a new health facility today means that in five years' time, it isn't finished, so 
that health facility that I haven't replaced may be fine now , it may even be in five years' time, 
but if I don't start building a new one until five years' time, it's going to be ten years until its 
done and then what happens?’ 

Interviewee 3 

 

Having reflected on the implications of aberrative power-sharing dynamics in the policy-

making process, explicated in this section as (i) ministerial individualism (ii) siloed working 

(iii) quid pro quo resource distribution and (vi) policy capture, the next section of the chapter 

moves to consider the adaptive strategies employed by elite bureaucrats in navigating and 

negotiating the complexities of the policy-making process which arise by consequence. 

 

7.2  Adaptive bureaucratic strategies and practices  

Interviews supplemented by transcripts of evidence provided to the Renewable Heat Incentive 

Inquiry indicated a further tension with de jure bureaucratic neutrality in the ‘formalised 

unsettlement’ of power-sharing. Power-sharing arrangements and indeed aberrative power-

sharing dynamics were revealed as requiring SCS’s to make more frequent political and value 

judgements instantiated through recourse to bureaucratic discretion.  

In the context of these political judgements,  two distinct adaptive strategies can be discerned: 

embracing realpolitik - evidenced in framing and the selected de-prioritisation of issues in 

accordance with broader political considerations and a deference to the primacy of consensus; 

manifest in a lowest common denominator approach to policy development and the pursuit of 

a middle path with respect to contentious issues.  
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7.21 Embracing Realpolitik -  

Interviews with participants identified an increased need for SCS to make active political 

judgments in the context of power-sharing government. The interviewee below clearly 

articulates the new complexities involved in reconciling the provision of advice to ministers 

with the necessity of brokering consensus between political protagonists: 

‘MR: Would you find that in the context of power-sharing that you are required to use 
your discretion much more regularly than you would in the context of direct rule or single party 
government? 
Respondent: Discretion..maybe not, judgement yes..absolutely yes…judgement because it is 
ministers who make decisions, but you are exercising your judgement as to what is the best 
advice to give in a situation where you need two people to agree and not one..so it's not so 
much discretion as judgment, but I suppose one bleeds into the other. ‘ 

Interviewee 11 

 

The basis of that discretion was firmly located in experiential knowledge over formal guidance:   

‘MR: Where you have to exercise your discretion, what do you use to frame that with? 
Respondent: At this stage, given 30 years in the service it’s probably just an accumulation of 
service.’ 

Interviewee 14  

 

The acknowledgement of bureaucratic discretion as imbued by organisational culture and 

practice provides affirmation for O’Connor's (2017) finding that bureaucrats actively 

represented an organisational identity in the context of ethnonational power-sharing in Belfast 

City Council. Recourse to organisational identity was interpreted positively by O’Connor as 

indicative of a desire to ensure neutrality within the bureaucracy in the context of the contested 

society. While this is ostensibly the case, the capacity for this organisational identity to impact 

in highly gendered ways is delineated in chapters four and five of this thesis which demonstrate 

how understandings of neutrality, equality and impartiality, infused by gendered organisational 

culture and values, operate to inhibit the development of policy which would be responsive to 

women’s particular needs in the post-conflict period and which further pre-dispose restitutive 

dynamics over social transformation and redistribution. 

 

How senior bureaucrats frame advice and policy, both in the context of how advice to ministers 

was formulated and framed and further in how those policy decisions were presented externally 

to committees and the wider public provides an opportunity to understand how senior 
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bureaucrats incorporate realpolitik into day to day decision-making processes. Issues of 

framing and presentation were understood as particularly significant: 

 

‘A lot in terms of how you deliver public services or policies is how things are 
described.’ 

Interviewee 5  

The interviewee below attests to politically adapting advice and policy in accordance with 

realpolitik: 

‘I mean I would have been giving the same advice to both SF and DUP ministers on 
xxxxxxxxxxx but I might have framed it differently for both ministers and I don’t see any 
tension in that because in order for my advice to be considered it had to be framed from the 
starting point that the minister had set me..it is just the reality of the situation.’  

Interviewee 11 

 

In his evidence to the RHI, the current head of the NICS; David Sterling provided an account 

of realpolitik in action, indicating that the task of the bureaucrat is not confined to the 

consideration of policy on the basis of its merits but requires further consideration in respect 

of how that advice might politically position the departmental minister. Whereas power-sharing 

envisages a collective and inclusive approach to decision-making processes, where information 

is freely and openly exchanged, the aberrative dynamics of power-splitting and power snaring, 

manifest in adversarial committee encounters and limited disclosure: 

 

Mr Sterling: Um, I would’ve been more inclined to look at advice going to a 
Committee because — how could I put this? — um, we clearly had an obligation to provide 
clear and transparent advice in response to requests from Committees, but, at the same time, 
you know, I'm under the direction and control of my Minister, and I need to be sensitive to 
anything going to a Committee that could create difficulty for the Minister. You know, that’s 
just the nature of politics. So, I might — you know, I wouldn’t in every case. You know, there’d 
have been some very routine stuff going to Committees, but there would’ve been stuff that 
perhaps was maybe more politically sensitive and I would’ve looked carefully at that just to 
see are we saying something that is gonna create a difficulty for the Minister, and, if so, could 
we maybe say it in a different way ? You know, it's, again, just finding that right balance. 

(Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018d p85) 

 

This quote demonstrates that the adversarial nature of committee engagement, when overlaid 

with the Whitehall departmental model (discussed earlier in this chapter), predisposes a 

protectionist role for SCS’s. The role of the elite bureaucrat is actively politicised through the 
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anticipation of potential political challenges and the restriction or re-packaging of information 

on that basis. While it may be argued that this is also the case in Whitehall, the distinction rests 

in the absence of collective responsibility in the Northern Ireland model, which by contrast to 

Whitehall, elevates representativeness over neutrality. This is evidenced by its provisions for 

inclusive decision making via the grand coalition and the section 75 duty to actively represent 

marginalised groups in the policy making process. 

 

Interviews further illustrated the capacity for framing as a tool of realpolitik, to intersect with 

the quid pro quo dynamics discussed earlier in this chapter. The interviewee below 

acknowledges that some policies and decisions are more likely to be agreed if packaged and 

presented with aspects that are attractive to political opponents: 

 

‘I think yes, it's challenging to get things through in a multi-party administration but if 
something makes sense and you've got the evidence to support it or you can do one thing and 
present it as a larger package and I know that's sometimes something that has to happen. Well, 
that's the world we live in.’ 

Interviewee 5  

 

Realpolitik here is the acknowledgement that price of policy may involve assuaging the 

opposition. Realpolitik as an adaptive strategy can be further evidenced in the de facto 

deprioritisation of PfG commitments to accommodate ministerial individualism. In evidence 

to the RHI inquiry, David Thompson, a finance officer in the former Department of Enterprise, 

Trade and investment, told the inquiry how work was prioritised within the Department. He 

indicated that notwithstanding the formal priorities expressed in the programme for 

government, resources and personnel were in reality, deployed to accommodate and anticipate 

individual ministerial preference:  

 

‘Mr Thompson: There were 13 objectives in the Programme for Government for DETI 
and 2 of those were in the policy group. Now, because they were Programme for Government, 
obviously they were important, but just because something is important doesn’t mean to say 
that’s where the priority was going, and the priority was discussion with the Minister and David 
and myself as to where we needed to.. if I go back to Titanic, for example, that had to be 
finished and open for the centenary. I couldn’t have _ 
Mr Lunny: In 2012? 
Mr Thompson: Yes. I couldn’t have gone to the Minister to say. ‘Minister, we’ll make this, but 
it will be four weeks late.’ So, things like that drive priorities and drive where you have to 
spend your time.’ 
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Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018c p11 

Where formal commitments for gender equality and redistributive public policy have been 

secured, informal rules borne of adaption to aberrative power-sharing dynamics work to 

undermine their realisation.   

 

In addition to embracing realpolitik, a second adaptive strategy can be discerned, in which the 

primacy of obtaining consensus may override other considerations in the preparation and 

presentation of policy. 

 

7.22 A primacy of consensus 

In an initial analysis of devolution, McLaughlin (2005, p116) cautioned of the danger that a 

lowest common denominator of conservative social values and social policies might emerge. 

Gray and Birrell’s (2011) subsequent analysis has largely affirmed the prescient nature of that 

warning, acknowledging that in thirty-four legislative acts passed by the NIA between 2007- 

2010, only five related to devolved social policy matters. 

The salient issue here is less in the political impasse and disagreement which exists concerning 

social policy issues between political protagonists but rather, is found in the bureaucrat's 

adaptive role of anticipating and avoiding that conflict where possible. In this way, it is less a 

strategy of conflict management but grounded in anticipation of potential conflict. As the 

interviewee below indicates, maximising consensus involves the deployment of discretion to 

make a series of value judgments based on what is ‘enough' and speculating a middle ground: 

 

‘It is much more straightforward when you are dealing with a departmental 
minister..when you’re sitting in the centre it becomes much more complex when you need a 
decision from both ministers and that is where you do work in a different way and where there 
is always the risk that you might have to settle for the least worst option or the lowest common 
denominator. You know, do you make this amount of good stuff happen instead of that amount 
or do you hold out for that amount and do nothing? 
MR: It’s that tension… 
Respondent: What is better than nothing? What is enough? What is it that you can actually get 
agreement on and that’s just the way it is.’ 

Interviewee 11  

 

A lowest common denominator approach to the development of policy may have a further 

consequence of predisposing anodyne policy based on minimising the potential for conflict or 



 

182 
 

 

contention. It is an approach which is likely to militate against innovation or to challenge 

existing hegemonies and power asymmetries. Indeed, Mclaughlin (2005) advanced the view 

that consensus based on a lowest common denominator approach would be largely confined to 

the ‘deserving poor' – children and old people.  A cursory appraisal of legislation passed by the 

NIA during its third mandate (2011 -2016) offers support for the McLaughlin’s’ thesis that 

agreement in respect of social policy might be confined to the lowest common denominator of 

the ‘deserving poor’. The Children’s Services Co-operation Act 2015, for instance, placed a 

statutory duty to co-operate on government departments with respect to their obligations in 

respect of the wellbeing of young people. The Inquiry into Historical Institutional Abuse Act 

2013 mandated an inquiry into instances of historic abuse of children in state institutions and 

the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2016, improved assessment and provision 

for children with special educational needs.  It is certainly arguable that the NI Executive’s 

social policy programme during the mandate was not ideologically problematic for any of the 

political elites. Redistributive policy which challenges gendered inequalities, however, is likely 

to threaten established social norms and conservative social values and as such is unlikely to 

engender elite consensus. The conservative social values which exist as the lowest common 

denominator are therefore likely to reinforce women’s traditional roles and inequities.  

 

The lowest common denominator approach to policy development as an adaptive strategy is 

an approach which aims to avoid conflict, not mediate it, through pre-emptive scoping of a 

middle path that is likely to secure broad agreement.  

 

A corollary of a lowest common denominator approach to policy development is an active role 

for the bureaucrat in the pursuit of centre ground. Of particular interest in the comment below 

is the implicit understanding of this role in juxtaposition with the previous passive neutrality 

of civil servants in the context of direct rule: 

 

‘...because civil servants were probably traditionally impartial and neutral, even back 
in the days where we had direct rule, and you had a conservative government or a labour 
government and you’re serving the government of the day without fear or favour kind of thing 
and all that. When it came to devolution, you were trying to find a middle path that would suit, 
that everybody could buy in to.’  

Interviewee 17  
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The deployment of realpolitik and the primacy of consensus as adaptive to power-sharing and 

aberrative practices of power-splitting and power-snaring reveal interesting insights about 

bureaucratic power and institutions. Schattschneider's (1961) view of power as instantiated 

through the ability to define alternatives resonates strongly with framing, deprioritisation and 

lowest common denominator policymaking. Increased recourse to bureaucratic discretion, 

imbued by gendered values, culture and practice (chapter five and six) further prime the 

‘mobilisation of bias’ to function with gendered effect (chapter two) in determining what 

makes the agenda.  

 

It is essential, however, to recognise that the locus of the problem is not that bureaucrats have 

a role in conflict management but rather that the inevitability of the political role discharged 

by the bureaucrat in the administration of power-sharing government is unrecognised in favour 

de jure neutrality, as a legacy of the Westminster model.  As a consequence, the de facto 

political role is transacted through informal practices and rules alone and subject to their 

gendered legacies. This situation exists in contradistinction to the explicit recognition of 

political functions in other bureaucracies. The hybridity of the European Commission for 

instance, which is recognised as a technocratic elite organisation producing policy drafts which 

at the same time exercises a political brokering function in bringing about reliable compromises 

(Peterson, 2006, pp80-82). 

The next section of the chapter uses data from interviews and transcripts of evidence provided 

by senior civil servants to the RHI inquiry to examine the active management of conflict by 

SCS's and the politicisation associated with the administration of power-sharing. In doing so, 

it considers the implications against Kaufman's model of competing values and in particular 

how dynamics and drivers of power-sharing may bolster executive dominance. When taken 

alongside powerful drivers for neutrality embedded in core bureaucratic values, discussed in 

the previous chapter, it reveals further pressure on the capacity of the bureaucracy to actively 

represent the interests of women and marginalised groups. 

 

7.3  Conflict management, politicisation and executive leadership 

 

This final section of the chapter considers interview evidence and transcripts of evidence from 

the RHI inquiry against O’Connor's (2013) finding of a pivotal role for the elite bureaucrat in 

sustaining power-sharing arrangements. O'Connor (2013) posits that the nature of the 
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politician-bureaucrat relationship is fundamentally altered by the transition to power-sharing, 

with bureaucrats perceiving their role as one of actively managing conflict.  

This section of the chapter considers an active conflict management role as operationalised by 

the NI SCS. Given formal provisions for neutrality, it finds that conflict management role 

operationalised at the informal level through political brokering and activity grounded in 

stabilisation and normalisation. It introduces evidence of increasing politicisation in the 

evolving politico-administrative relationship and situates this in the context of Kaufman’s 

normative model of transitioning bureaucratic values. 

 

7.31 Holding it all together: Brokering, stabilisation and normalisation 

 

In his study of power-sharing in local government, O'Connor (2013) found that bureaucrats 

were found not only to fulfil the role of merely advising the best technical decision but further 

sought to find a decision that was politically acceptable to all parties. Interviews with senior 

civil servants affirmed a similar brokering role, not unlike that attributed to bureaucrats in the 

European Commission (Peterson, 2006, p80-82). The task at hand was understood as more than 

the development of policy but extended to the need for a brokering of agreement on that policy: 

 
‘I think from the outset here, everything we do we have to discuss with SPADs. Usually, 

the SPAD's from both sides are sitting around the table, not always, sometimes you have to go 
to them individually, that can be due to availability or just what mood they're in or how 
sensitive the issue is. You broker it with one, broker it with the other and then try to get them 
together..all this sort of stuff.’ 

Interviewee 13 

 

The role of broker was re-iterated by former Head of the Civil Service; Malcolm McKibben in 

his evidence to the RHI inquiry: 

‘Malcolm McKibben: the biggest difference, I suppose, that my role involved during 
the time that I was head of the Civil Service was the engagement in the annual political crisis 
negotiations. I mean, they took up months – months. I mean, there was a huge number of hours 
put in to those negotiations, […] I mean, that was a huge difference between what I would’ve 
done in another department and what I was doing in OFMDFM and that wasn’t part of the job 
spec, let me tell you, at the beginning.’ 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry, 2018h p86 
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Interestingly, Sir Malcolm McKibben was formally appointed to chair of recent all-party 

negotiations by the British Government in his capacity as Head of the NICS (RTE, 2017). The 

appointment constitutes de facto acknowledgement of the informal brokering role of the SCS 

and has the further effect of legitimising a conflict management role. 

 

Another former Head of Service, Sir Bruce Robinson similarly acknowledged the need for 

heightened political awareness among civil servants in NI, in comparison to their UK 

counterparts. In a 2010 interview with Civil Service World, Robinson explains that it is vital 

to ‘have sensitivity to the political spectrum, and help ministers out by testing some of the 

points and tabling some of the issues that you’re conscious other parties will be concerned 

about – all with the objective of facilitating an outcome that’s satisfactory to the 

Minister’(Chambers, 2010). Robinson further acknowledged a role for the SCS in ‘hammering 

out a consensus or common view’ describing his officials as ‘the cement in the bricks’ of 

political arrangements in NI (Chambers, 2010). 

 

This concept of the senior civil service as the ‘cement in the bricks’ – indicates a specific role 

for SCS in ‘holding it all together’ and resonates strongly with O’ Connor’s (2013) observation 

that: 

‘Since power-sharing, the bureaucracy has developed a substantial role in managing the 
political process, the bureaucrat is not simply an advisor or a policy expert, but is actively 
engaged in the stabilisation and normalisation process'  

(O’Connor, 2013 p73) 

 

A conflict management role conception grounded in stabilisation and normalisation is salient 

from a Feminist Institutionalist point of view. It is much more common for informal rules to 

reflect institutional legacies, and as such, their gendered implications are readily associated 

with their genesis in a different time and space. A conflict management role conception here, 

however, is a new and adaptive response to gender positive formal institutions. New informal 

rules which privilege stabilisation and normalisation work toward the maintenance of the status 

quo and the existing distribution of power. Stability and normalisation exist at the opposite end 

of the spectrum to the redistribution and unsettlement of existing hegemonies and power 

asymmetries necessary to deliver gender justice. This tension exposes a theoretical disjuncture 

between approaches of conflict management and conflict resolution. A conflict management 
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role exists in tension with the active representation of women and other marginalised identities 

envisaged under the Section 75 equality mainstreaming process which envisages the 

amelioration of the structural inequalities at the heart of the preceding conflict. 

 

7.32 Politicisation and executive leadership 

In addition to a clear conflict management role conception, interviews and transcripts to the 

RHI inquiry further indicated an evolving nature of the politico-administrative relationship in 

Northern Ireland: 

‘My view of what happened is in 2007, when we got back in there was just a growing 
confidence of the DUP and SF as things went on and civil servants were side-lined and since. 
I felt that personally, in my role, in which I would have tried to find middle paths for things, 
middle ground and draft things with square brackets and all that sort of stuff, was not really 
welcomed. I was just kind of told […] just why are you doing that? that’s not your role, that 
was a big difference. That evolved and got more political.’ 

Interviewee 17 

 

This sense of an evolving relationship corresponds with Rouse and O'Connor's (forthcoming) 

identification of three distinct stages in the nature of the relationship between the politician and 

elite bureaucrat in NI; combative (1999-2006) collaborative (2006-2011) and supplicant (2011-

2016). Rouse and O'Connor (forthcoming) argue that power-splitting dynamics overlaid with 

attrition of inclusivity, have heralded a phase of executive dominance in which the role of the 

bureaucrat has been concomitantly altered. 

 

Interviews and transcripts of evidence to the RHI inquiry provide further support for a shifting 

balance of power in the politico-administrative relationship, revealing evidence of an 

increasingly porous politico-administrative dichotomy and informal rules operating in direct 

opposition to formal provisions for open government and freedom of information.  

The interviewee below expresses concern in respect of a perceived subservient role for senior 

civil servants and indicates an imbalance in the relationship between politicians and their 

officials: 

‘My impression of it and maybe it might change if we have a new assembly, but my 
impression was that the ministers had a lot of influence and a lot of weight over civil servants 
and I’m not sure the balance was good. I’m not sure whether it should have been more balanced 
because they are supposed to be interacting and working together and I thought the weight was 
weighted more in favour of the ministers and the senior civil servants were subservient to 
Ministers and SPAD’s. That would be my view on that. Whether that will change after RHI 
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..I’m not sure whether it might balance itself more to where it should be, I think it should be 
more of an intertwined relationship, so it will be interesting to see how that plays out going 
forward.’ 

Interviewee 4 

 

Interviews and transcripts of evidence further identified a reticence among senior civil servants 

to enforce boundaries with Ministers. The interviewee below recounts the application of 

pressure to accede to a ministerial request. Of note is the implication that this pressure was 

exerted informally by fellow civil servants, which supports Chappell and Galea's (2017) 

finding that organisational culture plays a significant role in the enforcement and sanctioning 

of informal rules: 

 

‘I mean I have been in a situation like that, where it was very difficult ..where a Minister 
wanted something done and I wouldn’t do it because[…] and I got quite a lot of pressure on it 
but I just stood my ground and do you know, I was actually quite surprised by the level of 
pressure that was brought to bear in this particular instance by a variety of different sources but 
I was not doing it. You have to be fairly strong to be able to stand up to that.’ 

Interviewee 4 

In his evidence to the RHI inquiry, former permanent secretary; Andrew McCormick further 

affirmed a cultural norm of acceding to ministerial demands: 

 

‘Mr Scoffield QC: Was the issue that you’ve identified there, that there was an 
unwillingness on the part of the Civil Service to say to Ministers, “No’ or “Wait” or that there 
was an unwillingness on the part of Ministers to hear and understand that message? 
Dr McCormick: There’s probably a bit of apprehension that, if we raise these issues too often, 
we’ll be seen as awkward. You know, unhelpful. I’m aware of times when Ministers have 
expressed frustration that, you know, “Why can’t the NICS get on and do more?”. So, there 
was probably some reticence and then some scepticism at ministerial level about what we 
would say, which again is, I think, a cultural norm or behavioural aspect of how things are.’ 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry 2018f, p19 

 

The cultural imperative to accommodate ministerial demands has clear implications for the 

ability of the SCS to offer a defence against aberrative power-sharing dynamics and their 

consequences. In contrast, evidence to the inquiry revealed the presence of adaptive informal 

rules functioning in direct opposition to formal provisions for open and transparent 

government: 

‘Mr Scoffield QC: Leaving aside the issue of formality, when you know you’ve got a 
problem, and when you’ve decided it needs to be dealt with urgently, is there not a benefit in 
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getting it in front of the Minister in written form as soon as possible to prime him for what’s 
coming next ? 
Dr McCormick: Yes. On the other hand, there are times when the Ministers say, “Talk to me 
first”. That’s part of, again, a pattern of, of , the – phrase, “No surprises”, is one that Ministers 
of all sorts have used with me over the years. So, they tend not to like to be -. Sometimes I 
think, Ministers feel a little bit constrained if a document is in front of them. Again, one trait I 
observe is a reluctance to be seen to disagree with the Civil Service. Now that doesn’t bother 
me at all. Our advice is advice. The old formulation, “Advisers advise, Minsters decide”, 
stands. There shouldn’t be any awkwardness or difficulty about a Minister saying, “Yes I’ve 
received this advice, but I disagree with it’. But in several contexts, I’ve had, I’ve been told, 
you know, “Take that off the file because I don’t want that advice” And why? What’s wrong 
with writing back to say, “I’ve seen your solution and I disagree” But that tends not to happen. 
Quite a few Ministers in the devolution context have preferred not to have to do that. 
 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry 2018f, p112 

 

The kernel of the problem is less in the desire of ministers not to have a written record of 

decision-making processes but rather in the accommodation of that desire by senior civil 

servants and in the inculcation of new informal rules to support the shifting nature of the 

relationship to one of executive dominance. The fact that the current Head of the NI Civil 

Service, David Sterling confirmed his awareness that the failure to keep records was 

incompatible with both established policy and practice and the requirements of Freedom of 

Information legislation is highly significant. Firstly, it affirms these practices as informal rules 

rather than individual practices and secondly, it illustrates that informal adaptive practices 

which erode the formal were sanctioned at the highest levels of the service: 

 

‘Mr Sterling: As regards the minuting of meetings, um, er, Ministers – no different 
here from anywhere else – but Ministers like to have space, safe space, where they can consider 
difficult things, think the unthinkable and not necessarily have it all recorded. A feature of the 
devolved administration here has been that they two main parties have been sensitive to 
criticism, and I think it’s in that context that, as a senior civil service, we got into the habit of 
not recording all meetings on the basis that it is safer sometimes not to have a record that for 
example, might be released under freedom of information which shows that things that might 
have been considered unpopular were being considered. 

 
Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry 2018d, p64 

 

When questioned further as to whether he was aware that critical decisions were not being 

recorded, Mr Sterling stated: 
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‘Put it this way: I was – yes. I would have been aware that this was the custom and 
practice that we had sort of drifted into or evolved into overtime. I wouldn’t have considered -
. Yes, I would’ve known that, yes, it is good practice to have minutes of all meetings with a 
Minister.’ 

Renewable Heat Incentive Inquiry 2018d, p64 

 

Adaptive informal rules and practices which subvert formal provisions for open government in 

favour of executive dominance can be understood as indicative of bureaucratic politicisation. 

Bauer and Ege (2012) define politicisation as the substitution of bureaucratic neutrality by 

introducing political considerations into human resource management and behaviour of civil 

servants. They further distinguish between two distinct types of politicisation. Whereas direct 

politicisation relates to  non-meritocratic selection and political patronage, the type of 

politicisation displayed here is professional or functional politicisation (Mayntz and Derlien, 

1989, p402; Bauer and Ege, 2012). Professional politicisation occurs where civil servants align 

their professional behaviour to expectations about the value preferences of their political 

counterparts. The assumption is that officials attempt to anticipate the policy position of those 

whom they serve. Bauer and Ege (2012) attribute bureaucrat motivation to enhancement of 

career prospects. In the Northern Ireland case, however, motivation is more likely to be located 

in the outworking of a public service ethos. While drivers for stability and momentum may be 

more altruistic in intent, the attrition of inclusivity in the power-sharing Executive ensures the 

unintended consequence of the consolidation of an elite pact between the two largest parties 

premised on quid pro quo distribution and the consolidation of political advantage. Policy 

developed in this context is unlikely to disrupt the existing power maps which perpetuate 

gendered inequalities.  

 

Applying these findings to Kaufman’s (1956) model of the competing bureaucratic values 

which mediate bureaucratic transition, chapters five and six of this thesis revealed enduring 

legacies of neutral competence, embedded in the informal rules which undergird core 

bureaucratic values and NICS culture and practice. These informal rules inhibit the transition 

from neutrality to the representativeness of inclusive power-sharing government and the active 

representation of hitherto excluded and marginalised groups by the bureaucracy envisaged by 

the section 75 statutory mainstreaming duty. In this chapter, analysis of the dynamics and 

drivers of power-sharing and adaptive responses to those dynamics, are revealed as conducive 

to executive dominance. This creates a perfect storm where formal provisions for 
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representativeness are squeezed on one side by old informal legacies of neutral competence 

embedded in values, culture and practice and new adaptive informal rules borne of drivers and 

dynamics associated with power-sharing govt which have the effect of promoting executive 

leadership and maintenance of the status quo. Kaufman's model of transitioning bureaucratic 

values provides a useful heuristic to understand how new gender positive institutions may fail 

to deliver gender equality. 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has examined the specific dynamics and drivers which influence bureaucratic 

discretion as a result of NI’s power-sharing institutions. Having located the model in 

consociational theory with its emphasis on inclusive decision-making processes, the chapter 

identified aberrative dynamics of power-splitting and power-snaring in operation. In 

considering the capacity for those dynamics to impact in gendered ways, the chapter identified 

four key impediments to good governance and the provision of public services - (i) ministerial 

individualism, (ii) siloed working, (iii) quid pro quo distribution and (iv) carve up and policy 

capture  

The chapter proceeded to examine the adaptive strategies employed by senior civil servants in 

order to navigate these dynamics and found evidence of (i) embracing realpolitik and (ii) a 

primacy of consensus as key strategies in the administration of power-sharing government in 

NI. Finally, the chapter reflected on bureaucratic approaches to conflict management, finding 

(i) a brokering role, (ii) strong drivers for stability and momentum and (iii) increased 

politicisation. In the context of diminishing inclusivity and a two-party executive, the 

outworking of a conflict management role effectively places the bureaucracy in the service of 

the elite pact. Using Kaufman’s (1956) model of competing bureaucratic values as a heuristic, 

new adaptive informal rules borne of power-sharing dynamics aggrandise executive leadership, 

which in parallel to old informal rules borne of institutional legacies of neutrality stymie formal 

provisions for bureaucratic representativeness. Powerful drivers which consolidate neutrality 

and executive leadership at the informal level have effectively worked to inhibit the formal 

transition to representativeness indicated by inclusive power-sharing institutions outlined in 

the GFA and in particular formal provisions in section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act 

which require civil servants to mainstream substantive equality into the formulation of policy 

and distribution of public goods. 

 



 

191 
 

 

Chapter 8 Discussion and conclusion 

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.. 

Jean Baptiste Alphonse Karr, les Guêpes, July 1848 

 

Introduction:  

As discussed substantively in chapters one and three, this dissertation is as responsive to the 

diverse body of feminist scholarship which illustrates that notwithstanding the emancipatory 

potential of peace agreements, the traditionally restitutive dynamics, resulting from gender 

blind processes of conflict resolution and transition ensure a return to a status quo ante of 

gendered inequality for many women.  This exists in stark contrast to the ostensible capacity 

of peace agreements to redraw power maps for a new social and political order and frequently 

occurs against a backdrop of formal commitments for human rights, equality and social 

transformation.  

 

Scholarship which has examined the adverse gender outcomes associated with post-conflict 

power-sharing however has largely considered power-sharing in the normative context of its 

exclusionary focus on elite political actors ( (Rebouché and Fearon, 2005; Deiana, 2015; 

Brown and Ni Aolain, 2017) or in the context of its institutional architecture; the deployment 

of veto powers for example (McCulloch, 2018b). This research represented a new departure by 

focusing on the administrative axis of the core executive; recognised as the locus of decision 

making power and a key venue for examining the substantive representation of women 

(Annesley and Gains, 2010). It examined the capacity of the power-sharing bureaucracy to give 

effect to commitments in respect of gender equality and redistributive and socially 

transformative policy more generally, in the absence of attention to the informal rules and 

values which mediate organisational identity, culture and practice. 

 

There was a robust evidential basis for a gender analysis of the informal institutions regulating 

bureaucratic culture and practice in the Northern Ireland Senior Civil Service. While this 

rationale is outlined more fully in chapters one and three, two points in particular merit 

reprising here.  Firstly, the recognition that the role of the elite bureaucrat in interpreting and 

applying public policy is understood to increase commensurate with administrative complexity 

(Dogan, 1975; Anton, 1980; O’Connor, 2017). When taken against the complexity of post-
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conflict power-sharing in NI, this positions senior civil servants as critical, yet hitherto, under-

analysed actors for gender equality in Northern Ireland.  

 

Secondly, O’Connor’s (2017) finding that the administration of power-sharing at local 

government level in Northern Ireland corresponded with both the increased use of bureaucratic 

discretion and the active representation of an organisational/secondary identity is particularly 

significant. In one of the few studies of bureaucratic transition in contested societies, Mengistu 

and Vogel (2006, p205) caution that where ‘fundamental bureaucratic values are unexamined, 

the tension between reform efforts and applied civil service values may manifest as obstacles 

to democratic reform’. This finding has particular resonance in the context of the failure to 

translate the socially transformative values which underpin the GFA in Northern Ireland into 

tangible gains for women through redistributive public policy and social transformation. 

When taken together these points made a compelling case for an analysis of bureaucratic 

values, culture and practice and in particular their capacity, when operationalised through the 

prism of bureaucratic discretion, to inhibit redistributive public policy and gender equality.   

 

Notwithstanding the utility of conceptual tools such as bureaucratic discretion and active 

representation, a gender analysis predicated on the theoretical precepts of Representative 

Bureaucracy alone would have been fatally circumscribed. As discussed in chapter two, 

Representative Bureaucracy scholarship which has examined the motivation of bureaucrats has 

followed mainly in the vein of Hindera’s (1993)  primary and secondary attachments, with 

gender understood as a biologically fixed and stable primary attribute and thus dichotomised 

from the social processes which create secondary organisational identity. Recalibrating this 

conceptual framework to conceive of gender as a secondary association – an active social 

process, one integral to organisational identity itself, provides a new lens to navigate how 

gender is constitutive of and constituted by bureaucratic organisational identity. 

Feminist Institutional analysis was considered uniquely positioned to enhance the analysis of 

transitioning bureaucratic identity and values in three distinct ways. Firstly, its epistemological 

position is responsive to an understanding of gender as a socially constructed and iterative 

process, being both who we are and what we do – instantiated and reproduced at the 

institutional level through logics of appropriateness. Secondly, the acknowledgement that 

women's lives have remained relatively unchanged in spite of formal provisions for social 

change in NI foregrounds and implicates informal rules and processes in the gendered attrition, 
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which has followed. In its attentiveness to informal rules, Feminist Institutionalism aims to 

generate insights into the gendered nature of the interaction between formal and informal 

institutions and the power relations within and across institutions (Kenny, 2014). Finally, in its 

capacity to conceptualise institutional change as a complex, contested and dynamic process, 

Feminist Institutionalism enables a rich understanding of the gendered mechanisms of 

continuity and change. 

By fusing recalibrated concepts from theories of Representative Bureaucracy with feminist 

institutionalist understanding of gender, informal rules and institutional change, a bespoke 

conceptual framework was created which provided a robust and innovative epistemological 

foundation for the empirical analysis which followed. 

 

With this in mind, this research aimed to employ conceptual tools from theoretical 

frameworks of Representative Bureaucracy and Feminist Institutionalism, with a particular 

focus on informal rules and bureaucratic discretion, to explicate and analyse the role of the 

NI Senior Civil Service in policy-making and as a means of explaining the gendered 

outcomes which stymie progressive frameworks and commitments to redistributive public 

policy (considered here in the specific context of the GFA). In doing so, the thesis further 

aims to generate more broadly generalisable insights in respect of the difficulties 

encountered in inculcating gender-responsive policy-making capacity within bureaucracies 

in non-transitional contexts. 

 

Within this overarching aim, the research sought to analyse the gendered nature of 

organisational identity in the NI Senior Civil Service. Using the concept of bureaucratic 

discretion as an entry point, it used the tools of Feminist Institutional analysis to examine the 

informal rules and norms which mediate organisational identity, culture and practice. It 

considered how fundamental bureaucratic values were understood, operationalised and 

reconciled with the particular dynamics and drivers arising as a consequence of the transition 

to power-sharing governance and a conflict management role.  Three sub-questions were 

formulated to structure the scope of the research investigation: 

 

(1) How is gender understood and operationalised in the NI SCS and what are the 

implications for women’s descriptive and substantive representation. 
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(2) How are core bureaucratic values of equality and impartiality understood and 

operationalised in the NI SCS and what are the implications for the substantive 

representation of women.  

(3) Is a conflict management role being adopted by the NI SCS and if so, what are its 

implications for gender equality and redistributive public policy? 

 

Chapters five, six and seven have explicated individual findings as they relate to issues of 

gendered culture and practice within the NI SCS and its implications for the descriptive 

representation of women (Chapter five), the informal rules which instantiate core bureaucratic 

values and the implications for the substantive representation of women (Chapter six) and the 

informal dynamics and drivers associated with adaptation to power-sharing and a conflict 

management role in the context of the substantive representation of women (Chapter seven). 

This chapter reflects on those findings responding to each of the sub-questions in turn before 

turning to address the research contribution. In doing so, it places findings in juxtaposition with 

existing literature identifying implications for theoretical development and makes 

recommendations for policy, practice and further research.  

 

8.1 How is gender understood and operationalised in the NI SCS and what are the 

implications for women’s descriptive and substantive representation? 

The institutional analysis undertaken in the context of this research has affirmed the NI Senior 

Civil Service as an organisation gendered both in descriptive and substantive terms. In this 

regard, the study identified and isolated two significant causal mechanisms, functioning to 

inhibit gender equality within the service and in the policy produced by it.  

In the first instance, a conceptual faultline was revealed in chapters five and six, underpinning 

how gender is understood and transacted in the NICS. Chapters five and six outlined an 

understanding of gender, as grounded in biological difference and thus irresponsive to gender 

as an active social process, instantiated and reproduced at an institutional level within the 

NICS. This faultline functions to inhibit remedial actions aimed at tackling gender inequality, 

both within the service itself and further inhibits the ability to identify and be responsive to 

gendered inequality in the policy-making process.  



 

195 
 

 

A second mechanism identified as a direct impediment to the descriptive and substantive 

representation of women in the NI SCS was the salience of homosocial capital and informal 

networks, nurtured by powerful contextual antecedents for substitutive informal processes. 

 

8.12 A Conceptual faultline on gender  

 

The development of the NICS Gender Action Plan, the Senior Civil Service Women's Network 

and regional NICS Women's Hubs are all indicative of a genuine desire to institutionalise 

gender equality in the service. The capacity of current NICS policies and actions on gender, 

however, are ‘bounded’ or ‘locked into a path’ (Mackay, 2015; Waylen, 2015) by an 

overarching diversity paradigm which can accommodate only liberal and neo-liberal feminist 

understandings of gender. Chapter four discussed how the Equal Opportunities Unit in the 

NICS had been replaced by the Equality and Diversity Branch, reflecting a broader paradigm 

shift from equality to diversity and an increased focus on individual rather than systemic issues, 

thereby reducing the capacity to address deep-seated inequalities (Walby, 2005; Bacchi, 2009; 

Williamson and Colley, 2018).  

 

The NICS understanding of gender as operationalised is firmly rooted in a liberal feminist 

paradigm and resonates powerfully with Kanter's (1977) thesis that an influx of women to 

senior positions will correspond with greater gender equality – the so-called critical mass 

argument (as discussed in chapter two). Indeed, a compositional focus is not without merit 

given Dolan’s (2000) findings which affirm that an increase of women in senior positions in 

the US Executive Service had a more significant effect in impacting organisational culture than 

gender balance in lower grades. In isolation, however, it is an approach in which structural 

barriers to equality remain unrecognised.  

 

The liberal feminist foundations of NICS actions on gender are further affirmed when 

juxtaposed with Ely and Meyerson’s (2000) identification of approaches to gender equality, 

used by organisations within the context of existing structural arrangements and discussed in 

chapter four. In this context, mentoring represents the ‘fixing’ of individual women and an 

emphasis on alternative working patterns (AWP) as an equal opportunities-based policy 

initiative which aims to eliminate formal barriers to recruitment and advancement. While well-

intentioned, these initiatives are nevertheless fatally fettered by attempting to change the 
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structures which reproduce inequality in the absence of corresponding interventions into the 

gendered logics which legitimate that inequality. This might usefully include actions to analyse 

and challenge the gendered division of AWP’s. Chapter five revealed that over 75% of the 

AWP’s in the NICS applied to female staff.  The NICS Gender Action Plan 2018-2020, 

correctly identifies culture and practice as problematic and seeks to target it accordingly. It is, 

however, underequipped to do so on account of its conceptual rigidity, which is responsive to 

gender as a category but not as a process (Beckwith, 2005). 

 

The practical consequences of this conceptual shortfall are acutely manifest in the 

misidentification of women as critical actors for gender equality in NICS actions on gender 

and in recourse to biology to rationalise the gendered attrition in the Promotion Board system.   

When gender is understood as a social process and a Feminist Institutionalist lens applied to 

the norms, rules, logics and power maps which mediate those social processes, then by contrast, 

senior men were in fact identified as ‘critical actors’ for gender equality (Childs and Krook, 

2009b) with the capacity to disrupt and re-orientate pernicious gender norms (explored in 

Chapter Six). While the NICS Gender Action Plan 2018-2020 has targeted culture and practice, 

its ability to impact upon that culture will be contingent upon two significant readjustments.  

Firstly, a re-conception of senior men’s role in the organisation from that of enabler to activist. 

Actions to this effect might include senior men availing of alternative working patterns or agile 

working arrangements and/or implementing a personal policy of not responding to non-urgent 

emails received after 5pm or at weekends, and secondly through the identification of a suite of 

actions premised on understandings of gender as a social process, instantiated at an institutional 

level which aim to disrupt and reorient damaging gender norms. 

 

Indeed, the current role of senior men was revealed as neither an inert nor passive one. This 

was particularly evident in respect of attitudes to AWP in the context of an organisational 

culture which valorises long hours culture and in light of exogenous drivers 

(financial/resourcing pressures) which create a simultaneous demand for that culture. Against 

this backdrop, there exists rhetorical support for alternative working and a reality in which 

alternative working remains both stigmatised and feminised.  Former Permanent Secretary 

Andrew McCormick’s evidence to the RHI Enquiry (outlined in Chapter six) reveals the use 

of bureaucratic discretion to make a value judgment.   ‘Keeping the show on the road’ was 

accorded higher value than the formal commitment to reducing the long hours' culture which 
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militates against women and stigmatises AWP's. This example acutely illustrates how the 

actions of critical actors may have the effect of actually reifying and reproducing the same 

gendered logics of appropriateness that formal NICS policies on gender aim to challenge. 

 

Further consequences of conceptual bounding are located in the review of the NICS Grade 5 

General Service Promotion Board. The NICS approach was found to be rooted firmly in 

understandings of gender as categorical, more fixed than fluid and relating mainly to the state 

of being male or female. As such, it remains under-responsive to gender as a social construct. 

Female applicants have traditionally fared less well in the range of assessment tests, which 

function as an intermediary stage in the recruitment process, filtering the high volume of 

eligible applications to candidates for interview. In attempts to rationalise the drop off in female 

applicants, remedial action has focused on psychometric testing and weighting of specific tests 

(Management Decisions) over others (Analysing Information) to offset the attrition of female 

applicants.  

 

In this way, the NICS response has been one with recourse to biology and sex, grounded in 

perceived differences in cognitive performance when in fact, the evidence considered for this 

thesis revealed a 15% drop off of women in the 2019 grade 5 (SCS entry-level) promotion 

board process, in those applicants deemed eligible but who did not attend for assessment. An 

analysis of figures from the subsequent review of the process by NISRA NICS HR (2019) 

revealed that 15% of eligible female applicants (33 out of 213) did not attend the assessment 

centre. This figure is neither disaggregated from the general statistics nor problematised as a 

specific gender issue although it serves to implicate the social construction of gender, and in 

particular the gendered division of caring and domestic labour in causation.  

 

The same conceptual blindspot which fails to identify the gendered logics of appropriateness 

which underpin the Promotion Board system itself as wholly irresponsive to the lived realities 

of many women’s lives continues to hamper remedial efforts.   

The recourse to psychometric testing and weighting of tests based on differential performance 

rates between men and women further resonates with embedded ‘gendered rationality' (Bologh, 

1990; Ross-Smith and Kornberger, 2004) which privileges that which can be seen and counted 

as objective, hard science. A logic discussed in chapter four as resistant to the amorphous nature 
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of the norms and social processes at work in the construction and reproduction of gender 

hierarchies, and which discounts them as subjective and unquantifiable.  

 

 

8.13 Informal networks and homosocial capital. 

Notwithstanding formal commitments and policies which aspire to diversity and inclusion, the 

analysis of data in Chapter five revealed a pernicious homogeneity at senior grades in the NI 

SCS which continues to prove resistant to current policy interventions aimed at increasing 

diversity. This homogeneity extended beyond gender to reveal a stratification of women’s 

exclusion from decision making power with graduate entry, career service and a high degree 

of domestic support identified as key determinants in career progression.  At the very pinnacle 

of the service, chapter five further noted the persistence of elite dynamics within the upper 

echelons of the SCS. Chapter four drew on historical biographic accounts (Oliver, 1978; 

Bloomfield, 1994; Hayes, 1995) and contemporary biographical information to demonstrate a 

historic and enduring relationship between the NI SCS and the Royal Belfast Academical 

Institution.  

The instability of the political context in Northern Ireland exerts strong drivers for stability and 

coherence in the bureaucracy for the continuity of public service provision. As Kanter (1993, 

p49) acknowledges:  

‘if conditions of uncertainty mean that people have to be relied upon, then people fall 
back on social bases for trust. The greater the uncertainty, the greater the pressures for those 
who have to trust each other to form a homogenous group. At different times in an 
organisation’s history, and at different places in its structure, a higher degree of uncertainty 
brings with it more drive for social similarity’.  

 

When taken with evidence of informal networks, Bjarnegärd’s (2010) concept of homosocial 

capital provided an explanatory rationale for why the most senior grades in the SCS remained 

resistant to formal policies aimed at diversity and inclusion. 

Chapter six further illustrated how informal network access mediated by homosocial capital 

functioned not only as an impediment to the descriptive diversity of actors but also as an 

impediment to the substantive representation of women. When overlaid with evidence of 

‘gendered rationality', then influential exclusionary factors exist at the informal level, which 

effectively restricts the range of perspectives and life experiences which can enter the decision-
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making process. In privileging predictability and stability, these informal institutions also 

privilege and protect the status quo and existing patterns of distribution.  

 

The informal networks and homosocial capital identified in chapter five, provide evidence of 

how gender functions as a process which mediates power by illuminating who has access to 

decision-making and who is excluded from the process. Women are at a disadvantage in the 

acquisition of homosocial capital (Bjarnegard 2010, discussed in chapter two) and when they 

can garner sufficient homosocial capital to secure network access, it is based on having 

demonstrated requisite ‘predictability’; through the assimilation of dominant hegemonies and 

not diversity. In this way, homosocial capital as a conceptual tool further serves to illustrate 

how gender is ‘redone' at the institutional and interpersonal level in the NI SCS. Homosocial 

capital as the price of informal network access is unlikely to correspond with the improved 

substantive representation of women in the policymaking process.  

 

The evidence gathered for this dissertation and outlined in chapter five, points toward a 

stratified and intersectional nature to women’s exclusion from the NI SCS. HR data is not 

collected on a basis which would allow for an analysis of the intersection of gender with other 

aspects of identity. In this way, data collection similarly bears the hallmarks of an 

understanding of gender as a biological category of analysis, inattentive to inherent power 

dynamics. By focusing on individual women, it is an approach with conceptual antecedents in 

the diversity paradigm (as discussed in chapter four) and blind to the group dynamics which 

signal structural barriers. 

 

Based on existing data, we cannot know how gender intersects with socioeconomic background 

or any differential in the career trajectories of those with dependants/caring responsibilities 

against those without. This information is simply not collated. Nevertheless, anecdotal, 

biographical and interview data considered for this research indicate that there are a range of 

factors which continue to make the NI SCS much more accessible to some women more than 

others. Those best placed to access the SCS are likely to have had career service, graduate 

entry, live in the greater Belfast area and have high levels of domestic support. Figures which 

illustrate an improving position for women in the NI SCS then may reflect an increase in 

women with specific backgrounds to whom the SCS may always have been accessible and as 

such may be an unreliable barometer of equality, diversity and inclusion. 
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The application of a Feminist Institutional conceptual lens to the NI SCS as a gendered 

organisation has enabled the identification of informal norms and institutional legacies which 

function as causal mechanisms /structural inhibitors of formal commitments for gender 

equality in the SCS. Feminist Institutionalism further offers the prospect of institutional 

dynamism. As institutions are gendered, so too can those processes be disrupted, reoriented 

and re-gendered. Feminist Institutionalism’s attentiveness to power dynamics and social 

processes, instantiated at the institutional level further enable the identification of ‘critical 

actors’ for gender equality as those with the capacity to initiate norm change. In the case of the 

NI SCS, critical actors with the capacity to drive norm change were identified as senior men, 

exposing a key failing in existing gender equality initiatives which focused on women. With 

the benefit of the insight derived from the application of a Feminist Institutional analysis, the 

NICS Gender strategy can be amended to incorporate actions for senior men in the organisation 

which are more likely to challenge, disrupt and reorient the pernicious gender norms which 

persist in NI SCS organisational culture and practice 

 

The identification of informal networks and homosocial capital as inhibitors of formal efforts 

to institutionalise gender equality at senior grades demonstrates how informal rules can serve 

to modify newness (here employment equality, and formal recruitment practices) and 

reincorporate into old ways and paths leaving power relationships intact (Leach and Lowndes 

2007, p186). Informal networks as a critical aspect of mobility in the service reflect a 

‘remembering of the old’ rules and norms of patronage. Recall the informal system identified 

in chapter five for lateral movement within the SCS as determined by a subgroup of the 

Permanent Secretaries Group operating outside formal recruitment processes. Lateral 

movement in contrast to vertical movement operated on the basis of personal recommendations 

and previous relationships. When formal institutions are ineffective, then informal rules and 

processes can play a substitutive role (Helmke and Levitsy, 2006). Homosocial capital and 

informal networks are substitutive of formal institutional arrangements which have failed to 

provide the requisite stability and continuity for governance. Informal networks and 

homosocial capital illustrate how informal rules can be a fusion of both new and old; old with 

new purpose. The unintended consequence of ensuring stability and continuity of public 

service provision in Northern Ireland has resulted in a default to the old systems of informal 

networks which historically facilitated patronage, but which are now ‘remembered’ as 
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alternatives to new formal recruitment provisions which would otherwise restrict the scope of 

informal networks to function in pursuit of  stability and continuity . 

This points up a significant normative tension in the demands placed upon the post-conflict 

bureaucracy. The NI SCS were mandated by The Northern Ireland (Exercise of Functions and 

Executive Formation) Act, 2019 with providing a safety net, a bulwark against the collapse of 

public service provision. Formal statutory responsibility for stability and continuity positioned 

the NI SCS in defence of the status quo and in tension with those elements of the GFA which 

are likely be subject to political contestation, with significant implications for women who 

would stand to gain from a policy-making process grounded in human rights claims (see 

chapter six) and the redistribution of public goods envisaged by equality mainstreaming 

provisions.  In view of these considerations, this thesis offers the following recommendations. 

 

8.14 Recommendations  

A review of the NICS Gender Action Plan (2018-2020)  

A review of the current plan to incorporate actions for critical male actors in respect of 

identifying a suite of measures to embed cultural/norm change. This could usefully include – 

automated out of office responses to non-urgent after-hours email, availing of Alternative 

Working Patterns (AWPs) and actions to normalise and endorse flexible/remote working. In 

addition, a review of the strategy would usefully include the incorporation of measures which 

identify and focus on structural barriers for women in the SCS. For instance, active 

consideration of on-site or subsidised childcare arrangements in NICS locations which are 

proximate or where there are significant concentrations of staff. 

 

The development of expert gender capacity within the NICS.  

As indicated in Chapter four, the NICS has no history of distinct women’s policy machinery. 

Moreover, gender equality has never been considered as a specialist function within the service, 

notwithstanding the legal obligations and conceptual complexity associated with the issue. This 

sits in contrast to Whitehall, where the creation of a Women’s Unit in 1997 (later the Women 

and Equality Unit) was charged with putting women’s interests into the mainstream of 

government policy, including for civil servants through guidance and training (Squires and 

Wickham-Jones, 2002 p83). Against the backdrop of a dominant paradigm in which gender is 

understood as categorical and biological, policy is unlikely to be responsive to gendered 
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inequalities in the absence of cultivating the capacity within the service to identify those 

inequalities and formulate appropriate responses to them. The recruitment of gender specialists 

as a short-term objective allied to a longer-term objective of building in house gender capacity 

would enhance the NICS’s ability to discharge the expert bureaucratic role integral to the 

Section 75 statutory mainstreaming duty.  

 

Alternative working patterns 

With particular reference to Alternative working patterns (AWP’s), evidence considered for 

this dissertation suggests that the ability of line managers to dismiss an application arbitrarily 

based on business need may work against the formal policy intent to afford equal opportunity 

to women.  With this in mind, the introduction of a presumption in favour of AWP’s for all 

posts would have the effect of placing the onus on line managers to present a reasoned case 

against applications grounded in business need. The process would further benefit from the 

independent adjudication of all requests.  

The failure to record AWP applications and their outcomes at a central level (NICS HR) is a 

significant impediment to identifying the patterns and trends in respect of AWP’s across 

departments. This thesis recommends a presumption in favour of all requests for AWP’s, with 

the onus on the line manager to make a reasoned case against any request. This thesis further 

recommends the independent adjudication of requests, together with the central collection of 

data on requests made versus outcomes by NICS HR. 

 

SCS Recruitment  

A series of gendered logics and presumptions were outlined in Chapter five as inherent to the 

General Promotion Board System and which may operate to deter female applicants with 

caring responsibilities. In particular, applicants must apply in the absence of knowing where a 

potential promotion may be located and whether any existing AWP’s can be honoured.   Given 

the gendered nature of these logics which assume a high degree of domestic support and 

flexibility, it is likely that the current promotion board system may disproportionately deter 

female applicants and those with caring responsibilities. The evidence considered here supports 

the transition to individual recruitment competitions for all SCS posts which would specify the 

post, the location of the post, together with any relevant terms and conditions, which may relate 

to AWP’s. 
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Data collection, monitoring and publication.  

The current practice of presenting SCS figures in NICS HR equality monitoring as a composite 

(G5 +) obscures myriad differentials within the SCS, not least a persistent gendered attrition at 

higher levels. Evidence presented in this dissertation further points to intersecting aspects of 

identity, which continue to make the SCS much less accessible in real terms for specific groups 

of women. Evidence considered in chapter five makes a compelling case for the collation, 

monitoring and publication of gender-disaggregated, socio-economic data and the collection 

of data in respect of the SCS career trajectories of those with dependants and without. 

Moreover, given statistics obtained from NISRA HR  in chapter five which suggest that access 

to the SCS is increasingly by fast track graduate entry with significant implications for social 

mobility within the NICS, this research would support Northern Ireland’s inclusion in the 

longitudinal educational outcomes database (available in England and Wales but stalled in NI 

pending a requirement for legislation on data sharing) which would provide a more effective 

barometer of diversity in SCS.  

 

8.2 How are core bureaucratic values of equality and impartiality understood and 

operationalised in the NI SCS and what are the implication for the substantive 

representation of women? 

 

8.21 Equality is path-dependent and institutionally nested. 

Section 75 of the NI Northern Ireland Act; Northern Ireland's constitutional vehicle, 

represented a paradigm shift from previous equality obligations which had entailed a mostly 

passive role for the bureaucrat in the avoidance of discrimination in the development of public 

policy and public service provision.  Chapter four identified how the conferral of new formal 

rules envisaged an active role for bureaucrats in identifying and mitigating structural and 

gendered inequalities through the equality impact assessment process and the formulation of 

redistributive public policy. In the parlance of Representative Bureaucracy then, new formal 

rules required the active representation of the interests of hitherto marginalised and excluded 

groups and of particular interest to this dissertation; the substantive representation of women.  

 

Reprising Kaufman’s (1956) model of competing bureaucratic values, interview and 

documentary evidence considered in chapter six affirms the view of subsequent scholarship 
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that the transition from anti-discrimination obligations (neutral competence) to positive 

equality duties (representativeness) has been at best variable and partial – with success judged 

to be in the area of process over substantive outcomes (Smith and McLaughlin, 2010). 

Understandings of what it means to give effect to equality in the development of policy, 

explained in chapter six, offer a new perspective on statutory equality mainstreaming. When 

viewed through the prism of Feminist Institutionalism, equality as an applied value in the NI 

SCS owes more to path-dependent decision-making processes and institutional nestedness, 

than the 1998 GFA as a critical juncture. 

 

Chapter six revealed how the dominant understanding of equality as operationalised was found 

to be grounded in symmetrical treatment and with specific regard to women – reflected an 

approach of gender neutrality, wholly insufficient to offset gendered and structural inequalities.   

Chapter four identified how path-dependent decision-making processes with regard to equality 

are grounded in responses to conflict legacies of institutionalised discrimination, i.e. Northern 

Ireland's extensive Fair Employment legislation and a dominant view within the broader polity 

of symmetrical treatment as constitutive of fairness. This represents a powerful feedback 

mechanism reinforcing those path-dependent processes and one which is further galvanised by 

a ‘nested’ neutrality norm as an institutional legacy of the Whitehall model.  As Mackay ( 2014, 

p552) acknowledges: 

‘No institution however new or radically reformed is a blank slate; the capacity for new 
paths is profoundly shaped by the institutional environment, no matter how seemingly dramatic 
the rupture with the past’.  

 

Notwithstanding the provisions of 1998 GFA and the constitutional standing of the 1998 

Northern Ireland Act, its status as a critical juncture for equality is questionable in light of its 

failure to disrupt those path-dependent processes which default to gender neutrality and the 

powerful feedback mechanisms which reinforce them. As a consequence, the paradigm shift 

from formal to substantive equality in the policymaking process, envisaged by the section 75 

statutory mainstreaming provisions, has failed to become entrenched. This finding resonates 

with Georgina Waylen’s work in the specific context of transitional regimes and which queries 

to what extent outcomes emerge as a result of the path-dependent processes initiated at the 

critical juncture of the point of transition and to what extent they reflect ongoing contestation 

and more gradual change (Waylen, 2015, p147). 
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The Northern Ireland example of path dependence finds further traction with Haškova and 

Saxonberg’s (2011) transitional analysis of policymaking in former soviet regimes, which 

determined that critical junctures were not located in the exogenous shock of regime change 

but rather in mundane decisions and events which reinscribed decision making processes–

attributing a greater salience to feedback effects than exogenous shock or rupture.  

In addition to path dependence, the application of a Feminist Institutionalist lens further 

implicates the ‘nested newness' of new formal equality measures. Nested newness is a 

metaphor which seeks to capture how the new is embedded in both time and space (Mackay, 

2014). Here, new equality provisions are not only temporally ‘nested' in the context of 

institutional legacies of discrimination and fair employment but also vertically ‘nested' as a 

result of NI's constitutional position within the UK. The capacity for vertical nestedness to 

inhibit the development of policy, responsive to gendered inequalities and the post-conflict 

context is clearly illustrated by a Northern Ireland Office response to a NI Human Rights 

Commission Bill of Rights proposal. The NIHRC specifically sought the incorporation of 

justiciable socio-economic rights within a NI Bill of Rights. Socio-economics rights are 

considered to have particular significance for women in post-conflict contexts (Montreal 

Principles on Women’s Rights, 2004). In response to the proposal, the NIO argued that 

accepting the NIHRC’s recommendations on the matter ‘could give rise to unjustified 

inequalities across the UK’ (The Northern Ireland Office, 2009). 

 

A wide range of inequalities continued to exist for women in the context of their civil and 

political rights within the UK until legislation was enacted in 2019 at Westminster (The 

Northern Ireland (Executive Formation etc) Act 2019 with respect to access to termination of 

pregnancy and equal marriage). The opposition is more likely to have been grounded in the 

constraints and financial obligations which would accompany social and economic rights 

claims within the UK as a whole. New formal equality provisions outlined in the 1998 Northern 

Ireland Act then are further circumscribed or ‘bounded' (Weir, 1992) on account of their 

vertical ‘nestedness' within the context of a broader UK rights regime. This vertical nestedness 

may also serve to reinforce institutional legacies of policy read across (as discussed in chapter 

four) which inhibit the development of a distinct policy agenda which is responsive to women 

in Northern Ireland as a society emerging from conflict.  

 

Evidence in this dissertation which affirms path-dependent processes and institutional 

nestedness lends empirical weight to Feminist Institutionalist claims that the boundary between 



 

206 
 

 

institutional creation and institutional reproduction is a porous one and as Mackay (2011, p187) 

notes, can frequently reflect a combination of elements of ‘lock-in' and innovation. 

 

This has significant implications for gender equality and peace agreements where the emphasis 

of feminist activists has been concentrated on the incorporation of formal legislative change. 

Those seeking gender equality have been less attentive to the small changes in the day to day 

decision making processes which, this thesis argues, may be more likely to have an impact in 

recalibrating bureaucratic decision-making processes. Evidence of path dependence and 

institutional nestedness as potent informal inhibitors of new formal change makes a compelling 

case for specific human rights and equality capacity building programmes within the post-

conflict bureaucracy.  To this effect, the dichotomy in the institutional reform which followed 

the 1998 GFA (discussed in chapter four) is relevant here. Policing and criminal justice reform 

in Northern Ireland were very much recognisable in a transitional justice paradigm, attentive 

to issues of equality and human rights as antecedents to conflict (See the Patton Commission 

on Policing and Review of Criminal Justice). Reform of public administration in Northern 

Ireland, by contrast, remained firmly grounded in the devolution paradigm concerned 

singularly with administrative capacity (NICS Response to Devolution, 2001). 

 

8.22  Competing bureaucratic values as mediated by informal rules. 

 

Kaufman’s (1956) model of competing bureaucratic values discussed in chapter two, proposes 

that there are three bureaucratic values which guide administrative reform; executive 

leadership, representativeness and neutral competence. Kaufman holds that it is the interaction 

of these three values that have determined the nature of American public administration over 

time. Each of the values has enjoyed a period of ascendancy but not to the point of eliminating 

the others, with all three values remaining in play at any given time to a greater or lesser degree.  

 

While Kaufman’s thesis was developed as a heuristic device to illustrate the evolutionary 

course of American public administration, Mengistu and Vogel (2006) contend that it presents 

with a distinct utility for bureaucratic values in the context of transition. The process of 

competing values provides a concise illustration of the struggle that newly constituted 

governments in transitional states undergo while trying to accommodate a variety of external 

and internal pressures. 
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Mengistu and Vogel (2006, p205) further note the centrality of bureaucratic values to reform 

efforts and caution that where those values remain unexamined ‘then tension between reform 

efforts and applied civil service values may manifest as obstacles to democratic reform and 

development capacity’. In this way, a tension between the values promoted by formal and 

informal rules may provide further rationale for the gendered nature of the attrition which has 

occurred in respect of the implementation of the GFA and 1998 Northern Ireland Act. 

 

The formal provisions of the 1998 GFA and the 1998 NI Act firmly indicate a formal shift to 

representativeness. Recall the central, unifying tenet of power-sharing theory (discussed in 

chapter seven) as inclusivity and with specific reference to consociation, the direct participation 

of all groups in the decision-making process. Beyond direct representation, however, provision 

is also made for the substantive representation of women and minorities through the inclusion 

of the section 75 statutory equality mainstreaming duty as a ‘social justice’ led approach 

(Chaney and Rees, 2004).  

 

This dissertation, however, found a range of institutional legacies – ‘old' informal rules which 

consolidated neutral competence, and which worked to stymie transition toward 

representativeness. In chapter five, the application of Greer and Jarman’s (2010)) typology to 

the NI SCS, positioned the NI SCS in comparative terms, as more ‘Whitehall than Whitehall’ 

with regards to its distinctly internal labour market and lifelong career paths. These 

characteristics are said to exist in furtherance of the Whitehall model’s defining attribute: the 

outworking of a neutrality norm (Greer and Jarman, 2010). Mechanisms for neutrality, borne 

of the requirements of majoritarian government, remain deeply ingrained in the institutional 

fabric of the NICS. This signals an apparent disjuncture with the realignment of values required 

to give effect to power-sharing government, in which a higher premium is placed on 

representativeness over neutrality. 

 

Chapter six further implicated neutral competence as a critical factor in how the core values of 

equality and impartiality are understood and operationalised by SCS.  

The neutrality norm, as archetypal in Westminster political systems, has been traditionally 

identified as problematic for women and in particular as a structural inhibitor of gender equality 

(Chappell, 2002). This was affirmed in the NI case study where neutrality was found to be 

reified by conflict-related institutional legacies.   
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In addition to inhibiting substantive equality for women, through the design of gender-

differentiated policy and interventions designed to address existing asymmetries, chapter seven 

also found institutional legacies of neutrality central to perceptions that rights-based advocacy 

in the policymaking process engaged political impartiality and in particular, ‘the ability to serve 

equally one Minister as another’ (NICS Ethics, nd). A reticence among senior civil servants to 

advocate rights-based claims impacts disproportionately upon those groups with most to gain 

from the vindication of those rights, chiefly women and minorities in Northern Ireland. 

Reprising and applying Kaufman’s (1956) model to the Northern Ireland case study, chapters 

four, five and six reveal deep and pernicious legacies of neutral competence embedded in the 

institutional fabric of the NI SCS which suppress the capacity for (substantive) 

representativeness.  

 

The ability for old institutional legacies to function in deeply gendered ways is well 

documented in Feminist Institutionalist literature (See in particular MacKay's analysis of 

devolution in the Scottish parliament and Chappell's work on the International Criminal Court). 

Less is known of how ‘new' informal rules may emerge alongside new formal institutions and 

how they may function in tension to the new formal. 

 

In chapter seven, an analysis of the dynamics of power-sharing revealed a series of new 

informal rules and processes as adaptive to those dynamics.  Among these was a conflict 

management role for the bureaucrat in the administration of power-sharing government. 

Politicisation occurs through both the role itself (involving brokering and the preservation of 

stability and politicisation) and by the context in which it is discharged, where diminishing 

inclusivity in the grand coalition NI Executive, places the bureaucracy in the service of a two-

party elite pact (discussed later in this chapter). Chapter seven explicated a conflict 

management role, instantiated at the level of informal institutions and characterised by two 

overarching strategic objectives; embracing real politick and the primacy of consensus. 

Chapter seven grounded the new informal rules which gave effect to these strategic objectives 

firmly in the political terrain of executive leadership/dominance.     
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Applying these findings to Kaufman’s (1956) model of the competing bureaucratic values 

which mediate bureaucratic transition, chapters five and six revealed enduring legacies of 

neutral competence, embedded in the informal rules which undergird core bureaucratic values 

and NICS culture and practice. These informal rules inhibit the transition from neutrality to the 

representativeness of inclusive power-sharing government and the active representation of 

hitherto excluded and marginalised groups by the bureaucracy envisaged by the section 75 

statutory mainstreaming duty. In chapter seven, analysis of the dynamics and drivers of power-

sharing and adaptive responses to those dynamics, are revealed as conducive to executive 

leadership and politicisation. This creates a perfect storm were formal provisions for 

representativeness are squeezed on one side by old informal legacies of neutral competence 

embedded in values, culture and practice and on the other by new adaptive informal rules borne 

of drivers and dynamics associated with the administration of power-sharing government 

which have the effect of promoting executive leadership and inculcating a vested interest in the 

maintenance of the status quo.  

 

Kaufman's model of transitioning bureaucratic values provides a useful heuristic to understand 

how inattentiveness to bureaucratic values may pose a significant obstacle to embedding new 

formal institutions, and in particular those institutions which aim to unsettle the existing 

gendered power asymmetries and the gendered distribution of public goods. Figure 8.22 

illustrates the process of competing bureaucratic values in Northern Ireland as mediated by 

informal rules. Formal provisions for representativeness are squeezed on one side by old 

informal legacies of neutral competence embedded in values, culture and practice and new 

adaptive informal rules borne of drivers and dynamics associated with power-sharing 

government, which have the effect of promoting executive leadership and maintenance of the 

status quo. 
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Figure 8.22 Competing bureaucratic values and informal rules in the NI case study 

 

8.23 Recommendations: 

Equality and human rights capacity building within the NICS. 

The resilience of path-dependent processes to new formal requirements for equality 

mainstreaming which would enable the substantive representation of women in the 

policymaking process and the misalignment of applied civil service values with the formal 

values of the post-conflict dispensation, argue strongly for equality and HR capacity building 

within the NICS 

Equality is complex legal and political terrain; the failure to recognise equality as a specialism 

is symptomatic of deeper gendered rationality. While all staff should be able to avail of training, 

the EQIA process should be the responsibility of the SCS. Equality and Human rights capacity-

building could usefully be integrated within existing continuing professional development 

programmes coordinated by the NICS Centre for Applied Learning. 

 

Development of best practice guidelines for mediators on bureaucratic capacity building 

mechanisms and interventions in post-conflict contexts by UN Women. 

Formal legal change may not always be the most effective option for feminist activists in 

securing gender justice for women in the context of ‘formalised unsettlement’ (Bell and 

Pospisil, 2017).  This research indicates that where there is continuing political contestation 

Figure 8.22
Kaufman’s (1956) competing bureaucratic values as applied to 
the Northern Ireland case study

Neutral competence

Old legacy                INFORMAL RULES           New adaptive

Representativeness

Executive authority
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and deadlock, then new formal gender positive institutions may have increased liability. With 

this in mind, attentiveness to bureaucratic capacity building and a specific focus on 

bureaucratic decision-making processes may be more efficient in embedding tangible and 

sustainable change over the long term than commitments for formal legal change.  This thesis 

recommends the development of UN best practice guidance with a view to the incorporation 

of bureaucratic capacity building measures to increase the resilience of framework peace 

agreements to informal bureaucratic processes which may inhibit gender justice and the 

capacity to embed transformative change. 

 

8.3  Does institutional analysis support the existence of an informal conflict 

management role in the power-sharing bureaucracy? And if so, what are its implications 

for gender equality and redistributive public policy?  

 

8.31:  A conflict management role instantiated at the level of informal institutions 

 

Institutional analysis undertaken for this dissertation found evidence in support of a conflict 

management role concomitant with the administration of power-sharing government. Power-

sharing arrangements and in particular aberrative power-sharing dynamics were revealed as 

requiring SCSs to make more frequent political and value judgements through recourse to 

bureaucratic discretion.  

A conflict management role was evidenced in two overarching adaptive strategies – embracing 

real politick and deference to the primacy of consensus. Chapter seven illustrated a range of 

informal rules and practices in furtherance of these strategies, including; the political brokering 

of issues, the implementation of framing strategies and a lowest common denominator 

approach to policy development. 

 

While there is no formal recognition of a distinct conflict management role for civil servants 

in Northern Ireland, an implicit endorsement of the function can be adduced from the formal 

appointment of Sir Malcolm McKibben (then Head of the NICS) as chair of the Stormont 

House talks process in 2017. Moreover, institutional legacies of politicisation within the NICS 

may provide some traction for conflict management as distinctly political activity. Recall the 

NIO “Hearts and Minds’ political strategy (discussed in chapter four), which aimed to 
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consolidate the centre parties in NI during the period of direct rule, and the formal secondment 

of senior NICS staff to ensure compatible policy development and resource allocation.  

 

In embracing real politick, we find evidence of potent informal rules which supplant formal 

and legal requirements for open and transparent government. In doing so, they facilitate quid 

pro quo distribution between elites and the consolidation of existing power dynamics. Chapter 

seven outlined David Sterling's (Current Head of the NICS) evidence to the RHI inquiry which 

revealed a series of political judgements in respect of how information was politically  ‘framed' 

and presented to departmental scrutiny committees and further situated the informal practice 

of not recording decision making meetings with Ministers, as responsive to the potentially 

destabilising effects of information which could be obtained under freedom of information 

requests . 

In instantiating a ‘primacy of consensus,' an imperative exists for policy proposals to head off 

potential conflict. Bureaucratic discretion then is applied not in the management of conflict but 

is anticipatory, in pre-empting and ameliorating the potential for conflict in the interests of 

stability and continuity. In the context of the ‘formalised unsettlement' (Bell and Pospisil, 2017) 

of post-conflict power-sharing – a vested interest in stability which requires elite consensus is 

not gender-neutral but rather functions in highly gendered ways to protect existing power 

asymmetries and the status quo.  

 

The redistributive public policy which would be required to give effect to gender justice is 

likely to be both contested and destabilising. A bureaucrat role conception grounded in 

consensus, continuity, and the maintenance of the status quo actively works against this. Where 

formal commitments for gender equality and redistributive public policy have been secured in 

the framework agreement, informal rules borne of adaption to aberrative power-sharing 

dynamics are implicated here as impediments to their realisation. 

 

8.32  The NI SCS as a hybrid bureaucracy.  

Attention to informal rules and processes and in particular the outworking of a conflict 

management role, reveals a critical disjuncture between the formal Whitehall model 

underpinning the NICS (evidenced in the NICS code of ethics and in the application of Greer 

and Jarman’s (2010) typology in chapter five) and its de facto politicisation.  Here, a Feminist 

Institutional understanding of institutional change foregrounds the layering (Mahoney and 
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Thelen, 2009) of institutions as problematic, with power-sharing institutions layered onto an 

unmodified Whitehall administrative model.  

 

The ‘nested’ (Mackay, 2014) nature of the Whitehall model in NI results in a clash of 

paradigms and values. The legacies of majoritarian governance bleed through into the power-

sharing model with corrosive effects, providing traction for aberrative power-sharing 

dynamics. Chapter seven found the aberrative practices of power-splitting and power-snaring 

instantiated through ministerial individualism, understood here as a minister's ability to direct 

or initiate policy and budgetary decisions out with the authority of the NI Executive. The 

capacity for this ministerial individualism can be directly attributed to the decision to retain the 

Whitehall departmental model in NI, as distinct from divergence in Scotland and Wales, where 

ministers are not paired with a specific department but rather work across boundaries and 

structures.  The decision to retain the Whitehall departmental model has had far-reaching 

implications at both a normative level where the capacity for ministerial individualism calls 

into question the legitimacy of decision-making processes and at the level of policy 

development where the horizontal segmentation (Gray and Birrell, 2012) of the policymaking 

process renders it under-responsive to the multi-faceted nature of the structural inequalities 

which diminish women's life opportunities.  

 

As the conflict management role illustrated in chapter seven affirms, the archetypal neutrality 

norm indicative of the Whitehall model, has not inhibited the evolution of a political role for 

the NI SCS. It has, however, inhibited its capacity for representativeness. The Whitehall 

departmental model as administered by a ‘neutral’ civil service, is distinctly disempowered and 

under-equipped to deliver gender justice through the active representation of marginalised 

groups envisaged under Section 75 of the 1998 NI Act. A further consequence has been an 

inequality of arms in the politico-administrative axis, with the balance of power resting 

disproportionately with elite political actors. 

 

The imbalance arises mainly since the political role of the NI SCS is a de facto one, transacted 

through informal practices and rules alone. The attrition of inclusivity in the Northern Ireland 

Executive - a two-party Executive before its collapse in 2016-, fuses with institutional legacies 

of the Whitehall departmental model. In the Whitehall model, Ministers retain primacy within 

their respective departments. This creates a disjuncture with the formal institutions which make 
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provision for inclusive decision-making processes in the context of the grand coalition of the 

multi-party Executive. When overlaid with context and temporality then, the operation of a 

conflict management role effectively places the bureaucrat in the service of an elite pact 

between dominant ethnopolitical groups. This situation exists in contradistinction to the latent 

potential which exists by recognising and elaborating a formal political role for the NI SCS as 

a hybrid bureaucracy. 

 

The European Commission provides an excellent example of the explicit recognition of 

political functions and the concept of hybrid bureaucracy. The Commission is widely 

recognised as a technocratic elite organisation producing policy drafts and at the same time 

functions a political broker between member states, helping to bring about reliable 

compromises (Peterson, 2006; Bauer and Ege, 2012). The formal recognition of the 

Commission's political role provides necessary democratic safeguards, in that Commission 

bureaucrats don't ‘actively' represent the interests of their respective member states but rather 

a legitimacy for that political function rests with bureaucrat's allegiance to uphold the values 

of the Treaty of Europe that all member states have endorsed. In this way, Commission 

bureaucrats exercise an important function as ‘defenders of the treaty’. 

 

Transposing this logic to the similarly plural nature of the grand coalition in NI’s consociational 

government may provide one potential option toward the firewalling of bureaucratic values. 

Realigning bureaucratic values with those of the treaty, in this instance the 1998 GFA would 

offer a defence against the challenge to new formal provisions posed by the institutional 

legacies (old informal rules) which consolidate neutral competence and the aberrative 

dynamics of power-sharing (new adaptive informal rules) which provide traction for executive 

leadership through politicisation.  

 

Realignment of NICS values and ethics, to reflect its distinctive nature as a hybrid bureaucracy 

in real terms, with those of the GFA would further enable the power-sharing administration to 

perform an internal control mechanism or democratic safeguard upon the socially 

transformative and re-distributive values which undergird the GFA. These values are essential 

to the realisation of gender equality through the substantive/active representation of women in 

the policymaking process and the development of redistributive public policy, which 

challenges existing patterns of distribution and power asymmetries.  Legitimacy for a formally 
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recognised conflict management role would be located in the GFA itself as reflecting the new 

constitutional order and framework peace agreement, democratically legitimised by plebiscite. 

Re-aligning NICS values with those of the GFA would provide a firm footing for the new 

outcomes based PfG in reasserting the primacy of collective programmatic activity generated 

at Executive level rather than departmentally generated activity. 

 

Returning to the research question, this research did find evidence to support a conflict 

management role concomitant with the administration of power-sharing government in 

Northern Ireland. It was not the existence of political role per se which was problematic in 

respect of the substantive representation of women or re-distributive policy, but rather it is the 

failure to recognise and legitimise that role which had rendered it problematic.   

 

8.3 Recommendations 

 

Formal reconstitution of NICS values and ethics to reflect its status as hybrid 

bureaucracy.  

Recognition and specification of the hitherto informal brokering and conflict management role 

which emerges in tandem with the administration of power-sharing government. The 

recognition of a distinct political brokering role rooted in the values of the GFA as a treaty may 

provide a significant defence against those informal rules bolstered by context and temporality 

which currently skew this activity; namely aberrative power-sharing dynamics and gendered 

institutional legacies of the ‘nested’ Whitehall model.   

To this effect, this thesis recommends that current NICS values and ethics, which currently 

reflect the administration of a Westminster majoritarian system of government be revised to 

take account of the particular context of multi-party power-sharing government and a political 

role for senior civil servants. Formal recognition of a political role, would allow for the 

development of appropriate guidance and training, grounded in the primacy of the values of 

the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. It would further provide a powerful bulwark against the 

informal processes which bolster executive dominance, and which inhibit the development of 

the redistributive public policy necessary for gender justice and social transformation.   
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A new structure for public administration in NI  

The 2002 review of Public Administration in NI did not substantively attend to the organisation 

of central government. Evidence considered for this dissertation suggests that additional 

research is now required to examine an optimal structure for public administration in NI. The 

Whitehall departmental model is distinctly unfit for purpose, implicated in this research as 

providing backward drag for gendered legacies of neutral competence, traction for horizontal 

segmentation of the policy-making process and as an enabler for ministerial individualism.  

This thesis recommends the appointment of a commission or expert group which would 

examine alternative models of public administration in Northern Ireland, with a specific focus 

on the central government and the departmental structure. The terms of reference for the group 

should include the development of proposals and alternative models for consideration by the 

Northern Ireland Executive which would reconcile an optimal arrangement for the delivery of 

the new outcomes based PfG, with NICS hybridity. To this effect, deliberations should take 

into account the experience of other plural polities, such as the European Commission, other 

power-sharing systems and integrate the learning experience of other devolved administrations.  

 

8.4  Limitations of the research 

Some limitations to the research should be noted and are located on two levels, those relating 

to sample and selection and those incurred in respect of timing and resources available to the 

researcher. 

Three specific issues relate to the selection of participants for interview from the cohort of 

currently serving SCS’s. In the first instance, as this research investigation sought to interview 

current senior civil servants, a range of data protection and disclosure requirements were 

necessitated. Further to access requirements, an email call for participants was sent by the NICS 

to current senior civil servants. Details of those who responded to the call for participants were 

forwarded to the researcher by the NICS Liaison for follow up.  The fact that the response to 

the call for participants was via NICS liaison may have had an inhibiting effect on potential 

participants. 

Secondly, as indicated in chapter three, the provisions of the NICS staff handbook and in 

particular, section 15e of the standards of conduct, effectively prevent current civil servants 

from disclosing information which would cast the organisation in a negative light (Department 

of Finance and Personnel, 2005). Notwithstanding this requirement, I did not feel that this 

adversely impacted the research on account of the anonymity which was afforded to 
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participants and efforts made by the researcher to de-gender or otherwise anonymise data. 

Moreover, as a counterweight to non-disclosure requirements, the disclosures made to the RHI 

Inquiry were not bound by the provisions of the NICS Handbook. In this way, interviews and 

transcripts of evidence, when taken together functioned with a degree of complementarity. 

Whereas interviews allowed for probing and follow up questions, the transcripts of evidence 

offered less precision but more candour. 

Finally, given that the call for participants was voluntary, it is likely that anyone who was 

hostile to greater gender equality in the service would not have responded to the call. In this 

way the sample is more likely to disproportionately include people amenable to greater gender 

equality in the service and may not reflect the views of those within the organisation who 

remain resistant to that process. The use of  transcripts of evidence from the RHI inquiry (as 

discussed in chapter 3) offered significant mitigation against this. 

 

A further potentially limiting aspect of the research investigation was encountered in respect 

of timing and resources. An eight-month delay was incurred in the processes of negotiating 

research access (See Chapter three). The original research proposal sought to triangulate 

interview data with full process tracing of a policy making process, namely the Draft Tackling 

Domestic and Sexual Violence and Abuse 2013- 2020 policy. The delay in obtaining the 

requisite information against the time requirement for completion meant that full process 

tracing was no longer feasible in the time available. The information obtained by virtue of 

research request was however used in chapter six as an illustrative micro study. This adaptation 

is indicative of the judgments and compromises inherent to balancing an optimal research 

design with resource availability. With more time and/or additional resources, full process 

tracing would have undoubtedly enhanced the study and provided an additional methodological 

point of triangulation 

 

8.5  Contribution of the research and avenues for future research  

Reflecting on the findings of this thesis, and subsequent analysis of how those findings 

complement one another, it is clear that this research can contribute to the field in three distinct 

ways. Firstly, it creates a bespoke conceptual framework by fusing concepts of bureaucratic 

discretion, active representation of an organisational identity and competing bureaucratic 

values with feminist institutionalism’s understanding of informal rules and institutional 
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change. This new lens recalibrates how gender is understood and located within core concepts 

of theories of Representative Bureaucracy.  

The use of the framework responds to calls from the field for further empirical work in respect 

of the role of informal institutions. In her seminal text on gender and informal institutions, 

Waylen (2017, p1) acknowledges widespread consensus that informal institutions are 

important but that they remain under explicated theoretically, empirically and methodically.  

Chappell and Mackay (2017, p230) also note that the specific nature and influence of informal 

rules, norms and practices – and the effects of interactions between the formal and informal 

have been underplayed and under-theorised in empirical studies. 

This work responds through its explication of the informal rules and processes which 

underwrite the use of bureaucratic discretion and how those rules have interacted with new 

gender positive institutions in the context of post-conflict institutional reform. Informal rules 

are notoriously difficult to observe. Indeed, it is the impact of rules rather than the rules 

themselves that is observable (Waylen, 2017). The analysis of bureaucratic discretion, 

competing bureaucratic values and the active representation of an organisational identity 

provides a scaffold for this process. Findings empirically substantiate the ‘intuition that there 

are complex linkages between institutions that are both proximate and distant, contemporary 

and historical, which shape gendered patterns of disadvantage, and advantage’ (Burns, 2005, 

p159) which Mackay (2015, p182) argues as central to the Feminist Institutionalist project. In 

this way, this research empirically consolidates the explanatory power of Feminist 

Institutionalism in respect of the distinctly gendered attrition which can occur in respect of the 

new gender positive institutions which feature in framework peace agreements. 

Through its explication of the informal rules which undergird bureaucratic values and identity 

in transition, this research has further contributed to the normative aspect of Feminist 

Institutionalism articulated in its concern to better understand how informal institutions can be 

disrupted to bring out greater gender-equal political outcomes, in terms of representation, 

recognition and redistribution (Mackay, 2008; Chappell, 2016). 

 

Secondly, this research has contributed to theoretical development in the field of 

Representative Bureaucracy through its recalibration of gender from a fixed and stable 

attribute, understood mainly in the context of a primary association (Hindera, 1993c) to the 

reconceptualisation of gender as an active social process and as a core element of secondary 

organisational identity. This paradigm shift advances the discourse from essentialist 
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understandings of gender, which locate the substantive representation of women in the 

assumption that women will act for women and men for men, to one which incorporates a 

nuanced understanding of senior bureaucrats as critical actors for gender justice. This paradigm 

shift foregrounds the capacity for bureaucratic values to be constitutive of and a vehicle for the 

reproduction of gendered power. In doing so, it initiates a new research trajectory. 

 

Thirdly, while research identifies the core executive – understood as ministers, their advisors 

and senior civil servants – as the primary venue for the substantive representation of women 

(Annesley and Gains, 2010), the administrative axis of the core executive remains distinctly 

under-analysed in feminist research. This omission becomes more prescient in the context of 

post-conflict power-sharing, where the use of bureaucratic discretion is amplified and subject 

to lesser internal control. This research initiates a new dialogue in respect of bureaucratic 

transitions and the role of senior bureaucrats in the configuration of post-conflict gender 

outcomes 

 

The empirical evidence considered for this thesis affirms post-conflict institutions as a site of 

strategic significance for gender justice and further identifies elite bureaucrats as critical actors 

in the configuration of post conflict gender outcomes. If, as Bell (2005) argues, post conflict 

institutions provide the opportunity where that which has been lost might still be won and that 

which has been won may still be lost, then this thesis demonstrates that the identification, 

disruption and re-gendering of the informal rules which mediate bureaucratic values in 

transition, provides a new strategic entry point for feminist activists in that regard.   
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Codebook 

Bureaucracy in Transition 

Phase 2 - Generating Initial Codes (Open Coding) 
 

Stage 2 - Generating Initial 
Codes (56 initial codes 
developed at stage 2 

Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   Interviews 
Coded 

Units of Meaning 
Coded 

SCS working patterns and 
practices 

Comments from participants in respect of SCS work practices and patterns 28 165 

SCS organisational culture Features/descriptors of SCS culture 28 160 

Political context Participants comments on the implications of a multi-party executive, 
power-sharing and the wider political context 

25 130 

Gendered behaviour Where similar behaviour is interpreted or understood differently by 
gender or where activity is understood in a gendered way 

18 98 

Equality References to equality in the SCS and in the policy making process 19 95 

Cultural change in the SCS Where participants draw a comparison between SCS historically and now 22 91 

Policy versus practice Participants comments where practice differs from SCS policy or where 
mixed messaging occurs 

25 87 

Barriers for women in the 
SCS 

Specific difficulties encountered by women in the SCS 19 82 

Promotion Participants comments on promotion processes, procedures and practices 18 77 

Judgments How the post-conflict, power-sharing context impacts bureaucratic 
culture, practice and decision-making 

17 53 

Relationship with 
ministers 

Comments by participants which reference interaction with Ministers 14 51 

Leadership References to leadership and leadership qualities in the SCS 16 50 

Risk Risk as feature of SCS work 18 49 

Caring responsibilities Participants comments on the nexus between work and caring 
responsibilities in the SCS 

15 46 

Recruitment Views expressed on external recruitment and the recruitment of 
professions to the SCS 

18 45 

Micro cultures Comments from participants which make reference to cultures within 
culture or departmentally specific cultures 

13 45 

Mobility in SCS Where participants articulate positions on people coming in or going out 
of the public service 

18 43 

Women's under-
representation 

Views on women’s underrepresentation from higher grades in the SCS 14 41 

Seniority Comments where participants draw a distinction between their 
practice/behaviour to that of others at junior versus senior grades 

14 38 

Gender stereotyping Comments from participants which contain references to gender 
stereotyping 

13 35 

Impartiality Participants understandings of what it is to be impartial 15 34 

Conforming Where participants make reference to conforming to the SCS culture and 
practice 

15 30 

Approaches to Section 75 How participants view their obligations under the section 75 statutory 
equality duty 

15 30 

Diversity   13 30 

Evidence References to using evidence in decision making 13 30 

External relationships References to engagement with user groups, external groups, organisations 
and other institutions 

17 30 
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Stage 2 - Generating Initial 
Codes (56 initial codes 
developed at stage 2 

Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   
Interviews 

Coded 
Units of Meaning 

Coded 

Age Participants comments which relate to age in the SCS and the NICS  11 29 

Public service Participants views on public service 13 27 

Outcomes based policy 
PfG 

Participants views on outcomes based policy and the programme for govt 12 27 

Conceptualising Gender Where participants see gender in male/female binary terms or struggle to 
see the gender in the question  

14 25 

Intermittency of power-
sharing 

Comments from participant regarding the impact of 
intermittency/instability 

12 24 

Being cautious Identified by participants as an aspect of SCS culture or practice 11 23 

Cross departmental 
working 

Participants comments relating to inter-departmental co-operation and 
collaborative working 

10 23 

Encouragement Senior men supporting women  7 23 

Hierarchy Comments and references which attest to observation of hierarchy or 
significance of hierarchy 

11 23 

Networks References by participants to formal or informal networks within SCS 11 22 

Class References to social class within the SCS  and its capacity to address these 
issues in policy 

11 21 

Work life balance Efforts to balance demands of the job with home life 10 20 

Experience Necessity of experience as a quality for advancement  11 18 

NPM and the primacy of 
economic rationale 

Latent analysis of where participants comments imply that an economic 
rationale is paramount to articulations of value or otherwise appropriate 
the language of business/private sector 

11 18 

Merit Understandings and examples of merit in application 9 18 

Elitism Comments and references which situate the SCS as an elite group 9 17 

Inconsistency   8 16 

Pace of change Comments made by participants which indicate that the SCS is slow to act 9 16 

Marriage and career Marriage as historically incompatible with career advancement for women  9 15 

Mentoring References by participants to mentoring in the SCS 8 14 

Backlash Negative attitudes to differential/corrective measures to address women’s 
disadvantage 

6 13 

Challenging Challenging behaviour or culture in the SCS 8 13 

Quid pro quo Comments from participants about power-splitting between elite political 
actors 

7 11 

Neutrality References to neutrality or being neutral 6 11 

Personal Influences   4 8 

Integrity References by participants to integrity  5 8 

Respect and dignity Quotes which touch on issues of respect and or dignity in the workplace 2 6 

Process References by participants to reliance on or use of process  4 6 

Assembly committee's   4 5 

Querying gendered 
disadvantage in SCS 

Querying aspects of women’s disadvantage in the SCS 1 2 
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Phase 3 - Searching for Themes (Developing Categories) 
 

Stage 3 - Searching for Themes (Developing Categories) Stage 
2 codes were organised into 5 major categories  Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   

Interviews 
Coded 

Units of 
Meaning 
Coded 

Gendered Logic of Appropriateness   31 831 

SCS working patterns and practices Comments from participants in respect of SCS 
work practices and patterns 

28 163 

SCS organisational culture Features/descriptors of SCS culture 28 160 

Gendered behaviour Where similar behaviour is interpreted or 
understood differently by gender or where 
activity is understood in a gendered way 

18 98 

Barriers for women in the SCS Specific difficulties encountered by women in 
the SCS 

19 82 

Leadership References to leadership and leadership 
qualities in the SCS 

16 50 

Reconciling family and career Participants comments on the nexus between 
work and caring responsibilities in the SCS 

15 46 

Gender stereotyping Comments from participants which contain 
references to gender stereotyping 

13 35 

Evidence References to using evidence in decision 
making 

13 30 

Conforming to existing culture and practice Where participants make reference to 
conforming to SCS culture and practice 

15 30 

Impartiality Participants understandings of what it is to be 
impartial 

13 27 

Conceptualising Gender Where participants see gender in male female 
binary terms or struggle to see the gender in the 
question  

14 25 

Hierarchy Comments and references which attest to 
observation of hierarchy or significance of 
hierarchy 

12 24 

NPM and the primacy of economic rationale Latent analysis of where participants comments 
imply that an economic rationale is paramount 
to articulations of value or otherwise 
appropriate the language of business/private 
sector 

11 18 

Conceptualising experience different articulations of experience (life 
experience v experience on the job) and the 
value accorded to them 

11 18 

Challenging existing SCS culture and practice Challenging behaviour or culture in the SCS 9 14 

Neutrality References to neutrality or being neutral 6 11 

Gendered Actors   25 260 

Navigating risk Risk as feature of SCS work 18 49 

Recruitment to and within the SCS Views expressed on external recruitment and 
the recruitment of professions to the SCS 

18 45 

Diversity   13 30 

Impact of seniority Comments where participants draw a 
distinction between their practice/behaviour to 
that of others at junior versus senior grades 

12 29 

Age Participants comments which relate to age in 
the SCS and the NICS  

11 29 
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Stage 3 - Searching for Themes (Developing Categories) Stage 
2 codes were organised into 5 major categories  

Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   Interviews 
Coded 

Units of 
Meaning 
Coded 

Networks References by participants to formal or 
informal networks within SCS 

11 22 

Scrutiny References to media and committee scrutiny in 
NI by participants 

7 21 

Class References to social class within the SCS  and 
it’s capacity to address these issues in policy 

11 21 

Mentoring References by participants to mentoring in the 
SCS 

8 14 

Formal and Informal Rules   27 539 

SCS organisational culture Features/descriptors of SCS culture 28 160 

Political Context Participants comments on the implications of a 
multi-party executive, power-sharing and the 
wider political context 

25 129 

Policy versus practice Participants comments where practice differs 
from SCS policy or where mixed messaging 
occurs 

25 87 

Making judgments How the post-conflict, power-sharing context 
impacts bureaucratic culture, practice and 
decision-making 

17 53 

Relationship with ministers Comments by participants which reference 
interaction with Ministers 

14 51 

Mobility in SCS Where participants articulate positions on 
people coming in or going out of the public 
service 

18 43 

Commitment to Public service Participants views on public service 13 27 

Trade off's as a feature of power-sharing Comments from participants about power-
splitting between elite political actors 

7 11 

Personal and professional Influences How personal and professional influences 
imprint on decision-making  

4 8 

Integrity References by participants to integrity  5 8 

The primacy of process References by participants to reliance on or use 
of process  

3 5 

Nested Institutions   25 337 

Political Context Participants comments on the implications of a 
multi-party executive, power-sharing and the 
wider political context 

25 129 

Equality References to equality in the SCS and in the 
policy making process 

19 95 

Cultural change In the SCS Where participants draw a comparison 
between SCS historically and now 

22 91 

Relationship with ministers Comments by participants which reference 
interaction with Ministers 

14 51 

Micro cultures and barriers to collaborative working Comments from participants which make 
reference to cultures within culture or 
departmentally specific cultures 

13 45 

External relationships References to engagement with user groups, 
external groups, organisations and other 
institutions 

17 30 

Programme for govt Participants views on outcomes based policy 
and the programme for govt 

12 27 

Merit Understandings and examples of merit in 
application 

9 18 
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Stage 3 - Searching for Themes (Developing Categories) Stage 
2 codes were organised into 5 major categories  

Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   Interviews 
Coded 

Units of 
Meaning 
Coded 

Misc   9 16 

Responsiveness Comments made by participants which indicate 
that the SCS is slow to process issues or give 
effect to change 

9 16 
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Stage 4 -Reviewing Themes (coding on - 
refining coding)  

Intervie
ws 
Coded 

Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   
Units of 
Meaning 
Coded 

Gendered Logics of Appropriateness 32   1192 
SCS organisational culture  32 features/descriptors of SCS culture 618 

Gendered behaviour and stereotyping 19 Where similar behaviour is interpreted or understood differently by gender  118 
Gender stereotyping 16 Comments from participants which contain references to gender stereotyping 41 
Conforming to existing culture and practice 17 Where participants make reference to conforming to SCS culture and practice 37 
Challenging existing SCS culture and practice 15 Challenging behaviour or culture in the SCS 27 
Backlash 10 Negative attitudes to differential/corrective measures to address women’s disadvantage 21 
Querying gendered disadvantage in SCS 7 Querying aspects of women’s disadvantage in the SCS 9 
Language 2 Coded language 4 
Women as having responsibility for gender 
equality 

3 Quotes which suggest that the onus is on women to make arrangements for gender equality/institutional change 3 

Cultural change in the SCS 22 Where participants draw a comparison between SCS historically and now 91 
Policy versus practice 26 Participants comments where practice differs from SCS policy or where mixed messaging occurs 89 
Leadership 16 References to leadership and leadership qualities in the SCS 58 
Conceptualising Gender 16 Where participants see gender in male female binary terms or struggle to see the gender in the question  31 
Conceptualising experience and competence 17 Different articulations of experience (life experience v experience on the job) and the value accorded to them 26 
Self-deselection and narratives of choice 9 The articulation of women’s under-representation as self-selection, blind to structural barriers in the SCS .. 10 
The primacy of process 7 References by participants to reliance on or use of process  10 
Conflict aversion 3 Incidences which reflect a desire to avoid conflict in the organisation 9 
Resistant to change 6  Comments which deal with resistance to change 9 
Presenteeism 4   4 

Values and Ethics 25   308 
Equality 20 References to equality in the SCS and in the policy making process 97 
Approaches to Section 75 15 How participants view their obligations under the section 75 statutory equality duty 30 
Leadership 16 References to leadership and leadership qualities in the SCS 58 
Impartiality 14 Participants understandings of what it is to be impartial 33 
Evidence 13 References to using evidence in decision making 32 
Personal and professional Influences 7 How personal and professional influences imprint on decision-making  11 
Public service ethos 14 Participants views on public service 30 
Merit 10 Understandings and examples of merit in application 19 
Neutrality 11 References to neutrality or being neutral 17 
Integrity 7 References by participants to integrity  10 
Rationality 6   6 
Evidence 16 References to using evidence in decision making 38 
Hierarchy 15 Comments and references which attest to observation of hierarchy or significance of hierarchy 31 
NPM and the primacy of economic rationale 14 Comments which imply that an economic rationale is paramount to articulations of value  25 
Generalism 7 Generalism as a manifestation of ‘neutrality’ a synonym for universal 8 

SCS working patterns and practices 25 Comments from participants in respect of SCS work practices and patterns 196 
Long and unsociable hours culture 16 Where participants make reference to a long hours culture  54 
Reconciling family and career 16 Participants comments on the nexus between work and caring responsibilities in the SCS 52 
Marriage and career 10 Combining career and marriage  21 
Higher than typical levels of support 7 Quotes which suggest that high levels of support with childcare act as enabler for women to advance in the SCS 8 
Narrative of balance 8 The context in which participants situate balance.. 11 
Mobility in SCS 18 Where participants articulate positions on people coming in or going out of the public service 46 
Promotion 19 Participants comments on promotion processes, procedures and practices 81 
(In) flexible working 16 Where flexible working arrangements are undermined in practice 44 
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Micro cultures and barriers to collaborative 
working 

17 Comments from participants which make reference to cultures within culture or departmentally specific cultures 70 
Cross departmental and collaborative 

working 
10 Participants comments relating to inter-departmental co-operation and collaborative working 23 

Gendered Actors 25   440 
Barriers for women in the SCS 22 Specific difficulties encountered by women in the SCS 133 
Reasons for women's under-representation 17 Views on women’s underrepresentation from higher grades in the SCS 47 

Homosociability 21   124 

Diversity v homosociability 15   45 
Age and time served 12 Participants comments which relate to age in the SCS and the NICS  31 
Class 13 References to social class within the SCS  and its capacity to address these issues in policy 24 
Elitism 9 Comments and references which situate the SCS as an elite group 17 
Personal and professional Influences 7 How personal and professional influences imprint on decision-making  11 
Hegemonic masculinity 3 Comments which suggest dominance of hegemonic masculinity, non-hegemonic men  9 
Geographical factors 2   2 
Impact of seniority 20 Comments where participants draw a distinction between their practice/behaviour to that of others at junior versus senior grades 69 

Seniority  14   39 
Recruitment to and within the SCS  20 Views expressed on external recruitment and the recruitment of professions to the SCS 53 
Mentoring 10 References by participants to mentoring in the SCS 38 

Encouragement and support for or from 
colleagues 

7 Comments from participants which emphasise the significance of support for or from colleagues 24 

Networks 12 References by participants to formal or informal networks within SCS 23 

Gendering the Political Context    426 
Political Context 30 Participants comments on the implications of a multi-party executive, power-sharing and the wider political context 283 

Making judgments and prioritisation 19 How the post-conflict, power-sharing context impacts bureaucratic culture, practice and decision-making 62 
Problem solving 1   1 
Relationship with ministers (2) 15 Comments by participants which reference interaction with Ministers 53 
Relationship with ministers 14 Comments by participants which reference interaction with Ministers 52 
Trade off's as a feature of power-sharing 9 Comments from participants about power-splitting between elite political actors 13 
Real politick 6   10 
New rules and practices 4 Where SCS have had to adapt to the political context via new rules 5 

Avoiding the 'political' 2  Efforts to avoid being involved in political activity or being perceived as having acted thus 2 
Navigating risk and scrutiny 20 References to media and committee scrutiny in NI by participants 75 

Risk 20 Risk as feature of SCS work 51 
Being cautious 11 Identified by participants as an aspect of SCS culture or practice 23 
Assembly committee's 4   5 
External relationships 18 References to engagement with user groups, external groups, organisations and other institutions 33 
Programme for govt 12 Participants views on outcomes based policy and the programme for govt 27 
Following Whitehall 5   6 
Resourcing 2 Pressures impacting as a consequence of under resourcing and how these are mediated and reconciled 2 
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Phase 5 - Defining & Naming Themes (Data Reduction) 
Stage 4 -Reviewing Themes 
(coding on - refining 
coding)  

Code Definitions for Coding Consistency   
Intervi
ews 
Coded 

Units of 
Meanin
g Coded 

Culture and Practice   29 987 
Gendered behaviour and 
stereotyping 

Where similar behaviour is interpreted or understood differently 
by gender or where activity is understood in a gendered way 

22 227 

Accessing and 
accumulating homosocial 
capital 

  21 136 

Mobility in SCS Where participants articulate positions on people coming in or 
going out of the public service 

22 127 

Rationality   23 108 

Critical actors Comments which identify critical actors or the impact of critical 
actors  

20 79 

Evidence References to using evidence in decision making 23 69 

Leadership References to leadership and leadership qualities in the SCS 16 58 

Long and unsociable 
hours culture 

Where participants make reference to a long hours culture  16 54 

Recruitment to and 
within the SCS (2) 

Views expressed on external recruitment and the recruitment of 
professions to the SCS 

20 53 

(In) flexible working Where flexible working arrangements are undermined in practice 16 45 

Conceptualising Gender Where participants see gender in male female binary terms or 
struggle to see the gender in the question  

16 31 

Values and Ethics   27 636 
Values and Ethics   25 251 

Equality References to equality in the SCS and in the policy making process 20 128 

Rationality  Comments which indicate gendered rationality  23 108 

Impartiality Participants understandings of what it is to be impartial 16 41 

Evidence References to using evidence in decision making 13 32 

Public service ethos Participants views on public service 14 30 

Merit Understandings and examples of merit in application 10 19 

Neutrality References to neutrality or being neutral 11 17 

Integrity References by participants to integrity  7 10 

Executive Leadership   0 0 

Dynamics and 
Drivers of Power-
Sharing 

  27 230 

Gendering the Political 
Context 

 Aspects of negotiating the political context which have gendered 
implication 

27 230 
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Example of flow from codes to categories to themes 
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Example of the role of the Analytical Memo 
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Example of the role of Integrated Annotations 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide and Participant Information Sheet 

 

 
INFORMATION SHEET 

Bureaucracy in transition – A Feminist Institutional Analysis of Gender, Decision-Making and 
the NI Senior Civil Service –  

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or not to take part, it is 
important that you understand what the research is for and what you will be asked to do. Please read the 
following information and do not hesitate to ask any questions about anything that might not be clear to 
you.  
What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of this study is to identify the informal aspects of NICS (SCS) culture and values which may bleed 
into the decision-making process through the use of bureaucratic discretion.  
This study will help NICS and academics understand the influence that organisational culture and values 
have on gender outcomes and provide an understanding of how senior civil servants understand and 
interpret bureaucratic values and standards as outlined in the NICS Code of Ethics (merit, neutrality, 
impartiality etc) in the context of power-sharing government. 
The project is led by Michelle Rouse (PhD Researcher School of Law, Transitional Justice Institute, Ulster 
University), and supervised by Dr Catherine O’Rourke (Transitional Justice Institute, Ulster University) Dr 
Karl O’ Connor (Institute for Research in Social Sciences, Ulster University and Professor Cathy Gormley-
-Heenan, Institute for Research in Social Sciences, Ulster University.  
Why have I been chosen? 
You have been invited to participate in the study as a result of the position you hold or held within the NI 
Senior Civil Service. Your contribution is crucial to the success of this project and would be very much 
appreciated. This project has been examined and approved by the ethics committee at Ulster University. 
Each interview will last between 60-90 minutes.  
Can I change my mind? 
Participation in the research is entirely voluntary and no payment will be made to participants. Agreement 
to participate in an interview can be withdrawn at any time prior to the submission of the thesis and no 
reason for withdrawal needs to be given. 
Where will the interviews take place? 
Interviews can be conducted in Ulster University campuses, NICS facilities or at other agreed locations 
as appropriate.  
Will the interviews be recorded? 
Yes, Interviews will be digitally recorded. You will not be identified by name on the recording. Researchers 
will not identify you by name in any reports using information obtained from the interview, your 
confidentiality as a participant in this study will remain secure. No person from your organisation will 
either be present at the interview or have access to digital interview recordings or raw notes. This 
precaution will prevent your individual comments from having any negative repercussions. 
.  
Confidentiality 
Participants can request that any information they provide is treated confidentially. If you request 
anonymity for the whole interview, in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), 
you will not be identified by name on the any of the files or data produced by the project.  
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How will the data be stored and used? 
All the data collected during the interviews will be securely handled and stored following the principles of 
the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and the universities’ policies for the secure retention of 
data. Anonymised Interview recordings will be transferred daily on a password locked computer and 
uploaded to the Ulster University storage cloud to secure the data. After the completion of the research, 
all raw data - i.e. transcripts of recordings, will be stored in the assigned university password protected 
computer. The hard data will be stored in locked cabinets at the Ulster University. All the data will be 
used for research purposes only. 
Research findings will be published within a PhD thesis and may be used in other publications such as 
books or journal articles. 
What are the risks of taking part? 
The risks to the participants are minimal as you will have control over the decision to take part in the 
project, which questions you choose to answer, if you provide information on a confidential basis, and 
how the information you provide can be used. 
What are the benefits from taking part? 
This research will contribute to the creation of a more equal public service and one which is sufficiently 
responsive to the particular needs of women in Northern Ireland. You can be provided with an electronic 
copy of the research, on request 
If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research, please contact Mr Neil Curry, Head of 
Research Governance, Ulster University (Jordanstown Campus) Newtownabbey, Co. Antrim, BT37 0QB 
(02890) 366629 
 

Ethical approval for this project has been granted by Ulster University 
 
Contact details:  
Michelle Rouse (email: rouse-m1@ulster.ac.uk) .(07494) 404487/(02890)368100. School of Law. 
Transitional Justice Institute. University of Ulster (Jordanstown Campus). Newtownabbey - Co. Antrim 
BT37 0QB 
Dr Catherine O’Rourke (email: cf.orourke@ulster.ac.uk). School of Law. Transitional Justice Institute. 
Ulster University (Jordanstown Campus) – Newtownabbey - Co. Antrim BT37 0QB 
Dr Karl O’Connor (email: k.oconnor@ulster.ac.uk).  School of Crim. Politics & Social Policy. Institute for 
Research in Social Sciences. Ulster University (Jordanstown Campus) – Newtownabbey - Co. Antrim 
BT37 0QB 
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Interview Guide 
 
Themes     
 

• SCS Culture and Gender 
 
Prompt for discussion:  
“An organisations culture is rarely written down, it’s all about the unwritten rules and norms, 
the hidden assumptions, the language used, and the way people make decisions. 
“Finding a decision has been made informally and that you weren’t involved’. 
Melanie Dawes, UK Perm Sec and UKCS Gender Champion describing SCS culture in UK 
SCS. 
 

- Would you say that the NI SCS has a distinct organisational culture? 
- Is it a gendered culture? How? Examples? 
- What are the unwritten rules and norms? Hidden assumptions?  
- Can you give me some examples? 
- While women’s representation in the SCS is beginning to increase at grade 5, why do 

you believe that there are so few women in grade 3 and above? 
- Does the under representation of women have implications for the design of policy 

and programmes? 
- Why do think the SCS has much fewer women at senior positions in comparison to 

the SCS in England and the other devolved admins. 
- Do you think NICS diversity and equality strategies are working to equalise 

opportunity and career progression in the SCS? 
 

 
 

• NICS Values 
 
The NICS code of ethics sets core NICS values of equality, neutrality, impartiality and merit. 
 
Equality: what does equality mean to you can you give me some examples of how you would 
you would action it in course of your work? 
 
Neutrality: What does it mean to be neutral? Can you give me an example of activity you feel 
would compromise neutrality? 
 
Impartiality: What does impartiality mean to you as a senior civil servant?  
How is impartiality understood in the context of internal advocacy for marginalised groups? 
 
 
Merit: Can you talk to me about merit? Both as a criterion on which decisions are made and 
as a factor in promotion and progression – is it fair? Gendered? what constitutes merit? Are 
there occasions when merit can actually be problematic? 
 
 
Have you ever found competing obligations/tensions in NICS values? 
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Power-sharing and decision making 
 
How does power-sharing government impact on how policy is developed and presented to 
individual ministers? 
 
How do you balance political direction from the minister with the need to ensure wider 
executive and committee agreement for the departmental policy and programmes? 
 
How do you decide what goes to the minister and what doesn’t? 
 
How is advice framed and presented to ministers?  
 
How do the realities of a diverse Executive and power-sharing impact on the decisions that 
civil servants are required to make?  
 
How do you understand the term bureaucratic discretion, what does it look like in real life? 
Can you give me an example of an occasion when you have made a decision using 
discretion? 
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