
Women’s Design 
Service, London
Eeva Berglund, for DESIGN FOR SOCIAL CHANGE 
9.11.2020 



9.11.2020 2

A history of Women's Design 
Service was published in 2008 
to celebrate 20 years of 
feminist urban design in and 
beyond London



Women’s Design Service

• As technical aid or support
– 1983 - 1991

• As service
– 1991 - 2007

• In aid of what? 
– Visibility? Evidence base? Hope for change?
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POSITIVE ACTION ON WOMEN AND 
PLANNING

‘Half a dozen loose cannons’
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WDS publications
1988 Thinking of Small Children: Access Provision and 
Play
1988 Shoppers' Creches: Guidelines for Childcare Facilities 
in Public Places
1988 It's Not All Swings and Roundabouts: Making better 
play spaces for the under-sevens
1989 Making a Space for Women: A resource book on 
women and the built environment
1990 At Women's Convenience: A handbook on the design 
of women's toilets
1992 Designing Houses for Older Women
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Using the built environment

9.11.2020 Berglund for Design for Social Change 6

WDS archive



Knowing the modern city

• Because they are so woefully underrepresented 
in the built environment professions "…women 
frequently experience inconvenience and 
obstruction in the designed environment, 
inadequate solutions are imposed on them and 
they encounter a widespread lack of knowledge 
and understanding among professionals about 
how they use space."

Sue Cavanagh 1998
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"Women's Design Service will make 
women's needs visible"
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http://photogrvphy.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/london-colourful-life-
in-the-1970s-10.jpg



"Women's Design Service will make 
women's needs visible"

• 1986 Greater London Council (GLC, then 
London's metropolitan government) surveyed 
women's opinions  and experiences

⇒ Changing Places – Positive Action on Women 
and Planning was published and circulated

⇒ Improvements in gender-aware design

⇒ Democratisation of planning processes and 
related education
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Developing feminist expertise
• ‘Support’ for 

community groups
• GLC's various urban 

initiatives 
– Officially brought to an 

end by Thatcherist
conservatism. GLC 
dismantled 1986

• ‘A certain feminist 
voluntary sector 
sensibility’
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Organising for change
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Supporting more social design

• "Working with projects that relate specifically 
to women's needs and interests enables the 
women workers in our cooperative to give 
practical support to the women's movement 
as well as contributing to developing a 
socialist/feminist perspective on the built 
environment"
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Other similar initiatives: 
Matrix and muf
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Academics too were asking: What 
would a non-sexist city be like?
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Dolores Hayden 1980 in Signs: Journal of Women, Culture and Society



https://spatialagency.net/database/where/social%20structures/
womens.design.service
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https://www.toiletmap.org.uk/
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PARTICIPATION AND DEMOCRACY
WDS in the service of wider society
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WDS Publications continued
1993 Accessible Offices
1997 The Good Practice Guide on Tenant Participation
1998 Making Safer Places
2000 Housing for Independence
2002 Re-Moving the Goalpoasts (Perspectives on Women 
and Regeneration)
2004 Disability and Regeneration
2005 Involving Women Volunteers in your Organisation
2005 Cycling for Women
2007 What to do about Women's Safety in Parks
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Post-industrial cities also meant 
participatory development

• 'Regeneration' created opportunities for WDS
– Could reach if not represent 'community'
– 'Being a tenant's friend' 

• 'The Five Estates', Peckham, SE London, 
received the largest single regeneration 
budget to date

• "All the councillors saw were these horrible 
tower blocks that just had to go" 
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Using/changing the built environment
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From the 1990s to the 2000s: 
conservatism and innovation

• Ironic that it was under the Conservative 
Margaret Thatcher that the ministry began to 
collaborate with innovative organisations like 
WDS and think differently about:
– Urban safety 
– Community work, particularly with 'hard-to-reach 

groups'
– Children's access to outdoor space
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Just trying to make sense of the 
‘regeneration maze’

• ‘Initiative after initiative has been launched to 
empower local people and to enhance the 
accountability of decision making by enlisting 
their time and skills’.

• Becoming involved – activism – means keeping 
up with a profusion of new information – it  
distracts and debilitates

• How could WDS do business in this environment?
(See Berglund 2011)
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Using the built environment
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WDS archive/Jennifer Bates



ARGUMENTS FOR AND AGAINST 
THE VERY IDEA OF ACTIVISM

Thinking about WDS through shifts in notions of good citizenship
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Very old legacies
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• The need to accept and
refuse sexual difference

• Olympe de Gouges (1791) 
Declaration of the Rights 
of Woman and Good 
Citizen

• And some inconsistencies 
and ambiguities in the 
very notion of the 
individual and thus the 
modern political contract



Very live legacies
• Invisible women in 

Finland

• We inhabit a world 
where being visible 
relies increasingly on 
‘data’ of which there is 
too much
– binary code: in or out, 

black or white, same or 
different, friend or foe
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Worsening inequalities

• Across the UK there has been a "… substantial 
increase in poverty and loss of control over 
resources for women, particularly low income 
women. In addition, low income families are 
experiencing greater food poverty: the use of 
food banks more than doubled between 2012 
and 2014"

Challenge Poverty Week, Scotland: 
https://challengepoverty.wordpress.com/
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Fast-forward to 2020
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Thanks and 
enjoy finding 

out more!
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