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CHAPTER SUMMARIES 
 

Society shouldn’t try to direct women...we should support the choices that mothers make for themselves. 

...let us stop trying to tell families how to live their lives. ...we must combine our traditional position of 

support for the family with our belief in choice for everyone (David Cameron). 
 

 

Chapter 1 

Conservatism, Representation and Feminization 

 

David Cameron’s efforts to feminize the party since he became its leader at the end of 2005 have involved measures 

designed to increase the number of women that the party returns to Parliament (the ‘descriptive’ representation of women), 

and the adaptation of party rhetoric and policy to integrate women’s concerns and perspectives (the ‘substantive’ 

representation of women). In this chapter we set out these concepts and discuss the complicated relationship between the 

two, arguing that, while the descriptive under-representation of women is today, in western democracies, rarely considered 

natural or just it is naïve to assume that better descriptive representation inevitably leads to better substantive representation: 

female MPs will not always 'act for' women. Even so, the presence of women in our political institutions might be argued to 

matter irrespective of their attitudes and behaviour; it is something that should matter to all democrats, for simple reasons of 

justice and equality. We also investigate the relationship between conservatism and feminism, discussing points of 

compatibility and tension.  

 

Chapter 2 

Women Members, and the Party’s Women’s Organizations  

 

Over the last five years or so the party’s various women’s organizations looked to have had something of a rebirth: the 

Conservative Women’s National Committee (CWNC) re-launched itself as the Conservative Women’s Organization (CWO), 

with popular annual conferences, and new activities, formats, and groups established: Women’s Forums and Summits and 

the CWO Muslim group. In addition, the party Vice-Chairman for Women post was re-established; a Woman’s Officer 

appointed; a ginger group, Women2win, focused on increasing the selection of parliamentary candidates formed; and the 

Shadow Minister for Women and Equalities, Theresa May, who was ultimately responsible for a policy review that formed 

the basis of the ‘women’s’ part of the 2010 General Election manifesto, became, in the Coalition Government, Minister for 

Women and Equalities, as well as Home Secretary. These institutional innovations appear to offer a form of politics and 

organization that captures a third type of Tory woman. She is younger than the traditional CWO woman; is more interested 

in issues; and is likely to be juggling work and family life; and evening meetings to discuss such issues are attractive to her.  

 

Chapter 3 

Women’s Descriptive Representation: Conservative Legislative Recruitment 

 

The Daily Telegraph – a newspaper whose columnists and editorials have not been shy in being critical of the Cameron 

Conservative party – declared that with the election of 48 Conservative women MPs, on May 6
th

 2010, the party had taken 

‘huge strides towards gender balance’. Nevertheless, these improvements require some perspective. The party was starting 

from very low numbers – just 18 Conservative women MPs had been elected five years earlier. More than doubling its 

women MPs in 2010 should not have been too difficult – the party needed to select fewer than 20 more women in seats it 

would hold or win. In the event, they gained 30 more women MPs but the total number fell short of the party’s own, widely-

stated, projection of some 60 women, as it failed to win an overall majority on election night. Thus, while some inroads 

have been made into the asymmetry in descriptive representation at Westminster, the long-established lead for the Labour 

party continues. Cameron’s pledge to address women’s scandalous under-representations was audacious, given that local 

party autonomy vis a vis parliamentary selections prevents this being something he could guarantee without him 

fundamentally altering central-local relations. And this is precisely what Cameron shied away from. 

 

Chapter 4 



Reforming Parliamentary Selection: Party Change, Parliamentarians’ and Party Member Attitudes 

 

This chapter reviews evidence from a number of different sources (focus groups and a survey of party members, interviews 

with Tory MPs and peers as well as contributions to Conservativehome.com and the Conservative-supporting press) 

regarding party attitudes towards the descriptive representation of women. Each of these research components reveals views 

on the extent to which Cameron’s reforms resonated within the party. Overall, the weight of evidence confirms a widespread 

acceptance that more Conservative women need to be returned to Parliament, though few would support the use of equality 

guarantees such as All-Women Shortlists as a means of achieving this. There is some evidence of differences between male 

and female, younger and older Tories. This serves to establish as sense of the constraints that Cameron would have been 

aware of as he sought to reform the process of candidate-selection prior to 2010. 

 

Chapter 5 

Party Member Attitudes and Women’s Policy (by and for women?)   
 

This chapter switches focus from the descriptive to the substantive representation of women, investigating the attitudes of 

party members towards 'women's policy'. Drawing on the quantitative analysis of our survey data, we show that while the 

party membership remains broadly right-wing, it is nevertheless possible for it to hold views consistent with more 

progressive gender attitudes and objectives, and even ‘feminist’ ones. With respect to broad views on gender roles and 

relations, women and younger members show a significantly greater sympathy than men for more progressive and feminist 

positions. Sex differences are especially notable over equal pay and childcare – issues which formed a substantial part of the 

party’s manifesto in 2010. The potential for generational shift in attitudes over time, as party members are replaced, is clear.  

 

Chapter 6  

Gender and Parliamentary Behaviour in the Conservative Party 2005-10 

 

This chapter examines the behaviour and attitudes of Conservative parliamentarians during the passage of gender-significant 

laws during the 2005 Parliament: the Work and Families Act 2006 (WFA), the Human Embryology and Fertilization Act 

2008 (HFEA) and the Equal Pay and Flexible Working Bill 2009 (EPFW). Broadly speaking, the Parliamentary 

Conservative Party shares with the other main political parties a view of gender roles that is more in line with modern rather 

than traditional ideas. There is plenty of evidence that the Party, especially its front bench, supports greater and better 

participation for women in the paid employment market, including equal pay and flexible working rights. Beyond this big 

picture, intra-party sex differences remain apparent though. The parliamentary party contains MPs who hold more 

traditional views on gender roles, but these are mostly male backbenchers - which implies that the composition of the 

Parliamentary Conservative Party and the personnel who constitute the Government is vital for the future of the party.  

 

Chapter 7 

Feminization and Party Cohesion: Conservative Ideological Tendencies and Gender Politics 

 

This chapter analyzes our survey data to show that there are three main ideological tendencies among Conservative Party 

members today and that they differ significantly on a range of contemporary political issues. The Liberal conservatives are 

the youngest, most male, claim to be the most active of these tendencies, and are least hostile to Europe and immigration, to 

environmentalism or to a general feminist values, but the Traditionalist Tories – the largest, most working class and most 

female of the intra-party tendencies – are surprisingly progressive on a number of specific proposals and issues, including 

taxation and public spending, gender issues, and the institutional reform of politics. This suggests that, in so far as David 

Cameron has sought to push the party in a generally more 'centrist' and progressive direction since 2005, he has often gone 

with  the grain of grassroots opinion; the Traditionalist Tories in particular would appear to endorse the thrust of much of his 

strategy. That said, there is clear scope for intra-party tension over the agenda of cuts in public expenditure which has 

surfaced since 2008, which hints at a potential revival of the old conflicts between 'wets' and 'dries' of the 1980s. Moreover, 

the Coalition's austerity programme is likely to generate intra-party tensions about the differential impact of spending cuts 

and the restructuring of the state in gendered ways.  

 

Chapter 8  

The Feminization Strategy and the Electorate 

 

How effective has the feminization strategy been as a means of garnering David Cameron's Conservatives support from the 

electorate? In this chapter we review a substantial body of both quantitative and qualitative evidence relating to the electoral 

appeal of David Cameron's Conservatives to women voters. In particular we have sought to assess the question of whether 

or not the party's initiatives on the descriptive and substantive representation of women in recent years might have 

succeeded in winning back the votes of women. We found that gender and gender-generation effects on voting behaviour 



remained significant in 2010, and that the gender gap once again showed itself to the advantage of the Conservatives in the 

form of a larger Tory lead over Labour among women than among men. While the youngest women in the electorate swung 

from Labour to the Liberal Democrats, most female age groups from 25 upwards switched more heavily to the 

Conservatives than their male counterparts, a pattern consistent with the possibility that Cameronism might have had a 

particular appeal for some groups of women. Overall, women generally remain to the left of men and closer to Labour than 

to the Conservatives, but they do not regard the Tories as being so far to the right as men do, which might reflect a 

'softening' of the 'nasty party' image in the eyes of female voters. Men and women generally had similar views as to the 

most important issues at the 2010 election, although the latter gave a little more prominence to the NHS and probably 

education. On both of these issues – traditional strongholds for Labour – women proved significantly more favourable to the 

Conservatives than men did. Along with David Cameron's personal appeal, this is probably the strongest suggestion that the 

data provide of the positive impact of the compassionate Conservatism strategy on women voters. In general terms, the 

feelings expressed by focus group participants suggest that it made good sense for Cameron's party to adopt to measures the 

on descriptive and substantive representation that it did. However, given the likely gendered impact of Coalition 

government's austerity programme, one is bound to wonder how enduring the Conservatives' electoral gains among women 

voters are likely to be.  

 

Chapter 9 

Conclusions 

 

The Conservative Party of 2010 is more feminized than its predecessors: descriptive representation is higher in the 

parliamentary and wider party; parts of the party are ‘for women’ and the party programme, as evidenced at least by the 

2010 manifesto, constitutes women as a group and offers them a series of pledges. We conclude that the contemporary 

Conservative party can broadly be understood as offering: (1) low descriptive representation of women in Parliament; (2) a 

far less prominent position for women in the party's structures, albeit with an integrated women’s organization; and (3) some 

positive and feminist positions on the substantive representation of women in policy matters. 


