WORK IN LIFE: QUILT

//project outline

A proposal for a community quilt to promote a rethinking
of policy around supporting women into employment;
a physical and online quilting project which highlights
the patchwork of tailored support required for elevating
women out of poverty.
This project is a collaboration between independent policy consultant,
Jane Mansour, and graphic designer, Sadie Cook. It uses design as a tool
to engage with policy makers and stakeholders in the area of employment
reform. The activity is underpinned by Jane’s report Work in Life: How an
anti-poverty approach to employment support could be transformational
for women - research originally commissioned by Oxfam in 2016 and
which has become increasingly relevant and urgent in the wake of
Covid-19. The paper has 5 recommendations for programmatic responses
to support women into decent work and to contribute to, and develop, the
wider policy debate.
WORK IN LIFE: QUILT is at initial planning stage. The project will
follow these steps towards realisation:
1. Reach out to key contacts - from employment policy experts, to
targeted women’s groups - for contributions of fabric, embroidery,
and stories; amplification of project begins on social media
2. Online presence: an ongoing/evolving website is begun, made
using the materials from phase 1, combined with further research
3. Physical quilt made in sections by women working either
alone, as online collectives, or in Covid-safe groups - to promote
discussion, share experiences and form networks; the physical quilt
to then be displayed at key UK locations

P1/4

WORK IN LIFE: QUILT

//project sketch

Quilts are
symbolic of
creativity, skills and
resourcefulness (of
women), qualities that can
be overlooked in those
looking for work or in
low paid jobs

What could a
new, supportive
employment system
look like - where work is
considered as part of a
complex set of life
circumstances?

Online / in
person quilting
sessions - a
chance to talk, share
experiences, learn from
each other whilst
working towards a
common goal

The quilt pieces
would range
from old scraps of
fabric to more detailed
embroidered pieces, to be
accompanied by stories of
their experiences

Quilting
kits designed
to support new
or experienced
crafters, could be sent
to participants and
community groups

Hexagons:
connotations
of a beehive and
working together,
forming a community
- each piece of
equal value

At all stages
the ideal would
be to employ
targeted women to do
this work, and to learn new
skills through doing so. This
would require support
from specific funders
/ agencies

These stories,
either written
or recorded, would
accompany the online
quilt and would be shown
or heard when hovering
over a specific
hexagon

These capsule
stories would also
provide content for an
Instagram feed, widening
the reach of the project
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WORK IN LIFE
A Work in Life approach places
employment (and employment
support) in the wider context
of an individual’s life. It
requires that interventions
are designed, and measured,
not just on the delivery of job
outcomes but also on whether
they support a transition out of
poverty.
Pre-Covid19 there was concern
about what the future of work held
for those in low pay - casualisation,
automation, zero-hour contracts and inwork conditionality. These concerns have
been exacerbated by the pandemic, and
particularly the impacts on certain sectors
of the economy, including hospitality
and retail. Plans for the future need to
be contextualised by the experience of
work – and why it hasn’t worked for some
people.
The lowest earners have borne
the brunt of the pandemic, they are three
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//selected research notes

times more likely than high earners to
have lost jobs or been furloughed, and
have double the chance of being in a
job that exposes them to health risks.1
There is global concern that the economic
downturn prompted by Covid19 will have
a disproportionate impact on women
for decades. This is compounded by the
experience of lone parents and others
with multiple needs who are known to
cycle in and out of work. In-work support
for this group is critical, particularly to
help manage challenges around caring
responsibilities, fluctuations in health and
delays between starting work and getting
paid.
Women require information, skills
and confidence to have more control over
their own lives. Expert practitioners speak
of the value of groups when working
with women on the margins of the labour
market; of getting different women with a
shared agenda together to problem solve
cooperatively.
The transition from benevolence
to facilitated problem solving has
played an increasingly important role
in international development, but is not
currently associated with mainstream
work-focused projects in the UK.

A new settlement for the low paid Bell, T, Cominetti, N, Slaughter, H Resolution Foundation (June 2020)

1.
A Work in Life approach
challenges the expectation that work and
family or other obligations can easily be
‘juggled’. Creating a quilt provides a forum
for women to discuss and share their own
experiences in an environment where
their advice is valued. As the hexagons
and experience build, and new voices
are amplified, there is an opportunity to
capture and understand at a granular
level what is needed to make work work
for those most vulnerable in the labour
market.
2.
Those who are most disadvantaged
in the labour market need specialist
support to build and develop their
networks to support sustainable routes
out of poverty. The pandemic has shone
a light on the value of community
networks and relationships to solve
problems. There is an opportunity to
build on these social networks to effect
sustainable change in people’s lives.
3.
Refugee and migrant women
represent one of the most deprived
cohorts in the UK. They are vulnerable to
being ignored or parked by mainstream
employment provision, and see an
increasingly hostile country portrayed in

the media. The need for support is clear.
Working, learning and volunteering are
important ways for marginalised women
to reclaim time and identity for
themselves. However, understanding
the context of work – of each job, and
of work itself, in women’s lives is key
to delivering more than is currently
widely available. Placing work in context
supports a drive to address poverty as
well as worklessness, and, critically helps
keep the focus on autonomy, community
and networks rather than services and
activities.
4.
Work offers women a chance to
take control and gain agency over their
lives, BUT not all women experience
work in this way. We need a new work
contract that benefits workers, employers,
customers and taxpayers.
5.
Shared delivery experiences and
expertise, and data transparency are
needed to develop an evidence base on
effectively moving out of poverty. Activist
investors are needed to support an
iterative approach, which aims to build
best practice models through shared
experiences and open data – the real
sharing economy.
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SADIE COOK

JANE MANSOUR

Sadie Cook is an interdisciplinary graphic
designer with a special interest in the
potentiality of personal and public archives.

Jane Mansour is an independent policy
consultant. She has a rich and varied
combination of international operational,
research, evaluation and policy experience
in the fields of low paid work, adult skills,
participation and unemployment. Her
expertise is in translating policy goals into
practical, deliverable interventions.

Sadie is a core member of People Show,
the longest-running experimental theatre
group in the UK; and as a theatre-maker and
producer has collaborated with many artists,
students and members of the public on
events in non-traditional theatre spaces, from
an empty, decaying hotel in Morecambe to
HMS President on the Thames Embankment;
from a crypt in Paddington to Sefton Park
Palm House (Liverpool Capital of Culture
2008); and in mainstream venues including
the Barbican and National Theatre.
As a member of Storybox Collective she is
currently working on a group exhibition with
the William Morris Society, Hammersmith Wallpaper Man opens in October 2020. She
is also exploring street philosophy and hope
with the writer Bernadette Russell.
She has a BA in Theatre with Visual Practice
from the University of Brighton (School of
Art) and an MA in Communication Design:
Graphic Design from Kingston School of Art,
London.
sadiecook.com
instagram: @_sadiecook

//biographies

Jane has been involved in the skills and
work fields for twenty years in the UK, US
and Australia. This has been in research,
policy and operational capacities for both
private and not-for-profit organisations.
This has included the implementation,
delivery and management of welfare-towork programmes; developing new service
delivery models; a wide range of evaluations;
original research and working with grant
giving organisations to inform investment
decisions.
She has a particular interest in sustainable
employment outcomes for those most
disadvantaged in the labour market.
She has a Research Masters in Public Policy
from Birkbeck College, University of London
and a Masters in English Literature from the
University of Edinburgh, Scotland.
janemansour.com
twitter: @janemansour
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