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Changing Public Services 

Women and Intersectional Analysis 

(CPS) has been a four-year feminist 

research project funded by the 

Canadian Research institute for the 

Advancement of Women (CRIAW) and 

the Social Sciences and Humanities 

Research Council (SSHRC).  A 

Canadian bilingual network of 

academics, members of labour unions, 

community groups and individuals 

worked together to:  

1) Track changes to public services and 

public sector employment in Canada 

since the 2008 global economic 

recession  

2) Develop tools to identify and 

understand the impacts of these 

changes on different groups of 

Canadian women over time 

3) Learn about changes across 

municipal, provincial and federal 

government services 

4) Determine important areas for more 

research and action 

A feminist approach called 

intersectionality guided the research 

and helped researchers find ways of 

working together to learn about the 

changes in public services and how 

they affect different women’s lives. This 

and other fact sheets share the findings 

of this work. 
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Introduction 
Since the financial crisis of 2008, Canadians have witnessed many changes in public services. 

Feminist research has reported that austerity measures and changes in how public services are 

provided disproportionately affect women and other marginalized groups within society. 

Changing Public Services: Women and Intersectional Analysis (CPS) was a four-year project 

funded through a SSHRC grant administered by the University of Guelph in partnership with the 

Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement of Women (CRIAW) between 2013 and 2017. 

As a pan-Canadian project, CPS’ initiative was to assess differential implications of changes in 

public services throughout the nation for various groups of women and, as a result, four regional 

clusters were created. The Atlantic Cluster, based primarily in Halifax, Nova Scotia, concluded 

its research in the fall of 2016. To summarize their findings and to report back to the community, 

the cluster hosted a public event called the “Women’s Research and Action Forum”. The Forum 

took place at Mount Saint Vincent University on October 6th, 2016. The event brought together 

feminist academics, advocates, members of labour unions, students and others to not only learn 

about research results but to engage with it in an interesting and meaningful way. Furthermore, 

attendees at the forum helped to launch of a new CRIAW supported project entitled 

Engendering Public Engagement, Democratizing Public Space (EPE).  The local initiative, 

building on CPS, is called Changing Public Engagement from the Ground Up.  This paper 

summarizes and reflects on the events of the Forum.  

Planning the Event 
Planning for the Women’s Research and Action Forum took place mainly in the summer of 

2016. The local CPS steering committee hosted a final meeting with members of its research 

Steering Committee1 to brainstorm on how the Forum would proceed and what it would look 

like. First, we agreed the Forum to be an all-day event, so a space that could host roughly 50 

                                                      
1 To decide how the CPS project would go, in 2013-2014 a Steering Committee was launched with 

representative members from various local public sector unions, advocacy groups and non-profit 

organizations.  These include: The Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE); Public Service Alliance 

of Canada (PSAC); Canadian Federation of University Women (Halifax Chapter); Community Society to 

End Poverty in NS; Canadian Labour Congress (Atlantic Region); Service Employees International Union 

NS (SEIU); Nova Scotia Nurses Union (NSNU); Nova Scotia Government & General Employees Union 

(NSGEU); Nova Scotia Teacher’s Union (NSTU); Halifax-Dartmouth District Labour Council (HDDLC); 

Women’s Action Alliance for Change NS (WACNS); Canadian Federation of Students NS (CFS); 

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives NS (CCPA); Women’s Centres Connect NS; Transition House 

Association of NS (THANS); Council of Canadians NS; Nova Scotia Citizen’s Health Care Network; 

Adsum House for Women and Children; Avalon Sexual Assault Centre; Dalhousie Legal Aid Service; 

Nancy’s Chair in Women’s Studies, MSVU; and the Alexa McDonough Institute for Women, Gender and 

Social Justice, MSVU. 
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people would be required. As it was an all-day forum, we agreed to provide services such as 

childcare and transportation for participants. Catering services would also be necessary.  

Committee members had suggested that we scout a location outside of conventional academic 

space so as to not isolate members of the general public who may be interested in attending the 

event (Steering Committee Minutes, 2016). Various locations in the Halifax Regional 

Municipality were suggested, such as the new Halifax Central Library. However, after some 

discussion, it was decided against renting the library due to accessibility issues, such as 

parking, for out of town participants.  We also sought to acknowledge the financial support we 

received from Mount Saint Vincent University (MSVU, the Mount) and decided to host the 

gathering there.  With on-site catering and sufficient parking spaces, the Multipurpose Room of 

the Rosaria Student Centre at MSVU was booked for October 6th.  

We agreed to have a professional facilitator at the forum to help guide participants throughout 

the day. After careful consideration, we decided to hire Corrie Melanson of See Meaning 

Graphic Facilitators. Dr. Tammy Findlay, one of the co-initiators of the project, Mary-Dan 

Johnson, the coordinator of the project, and Jennifer O’Keefe, the CPS project assistant, 

organized a meeting with Ms. Melanson in the middle of September to plan the day’s agenda 

and iterate our goals for the forum.  

Afterwards, Ms. Johnson and Ms. O’Keefe worked on inviting the public to the forum. We 

anticipated a turnout of between 30-50 people throughout the day. Ms. Johnson sent formal 

invitations to all members of the CPS Steering Committee, as well as other community 

activists/advocates who we considered might be interested in attending.  Ms. O’Keefe created a 

Facebook event and managed to gather a sizeable online presence for the forum. 

Group discussion  
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Ms. O’Keefe recruited four student volunteers from Mount Saint Vincent University, one from 

Dalhousie University, and another from Nova Scotia Community College to help out at the 

forum. Volunteers were briefed on the basics of the Changing Public Services project, and were 

expected to encourage participants’ involvement in discussion groups surrounding the research.  

Dr. Findlay is also one of the members involved in the Engendering Public Engagement, 

Democratizing Public Space project. She worked directly with her teammates to coordinate a 

presentation at the Forum that would introduce the community to the upcoming project.   

After all necessary administrative tasks had been completed, the CPS team was left to 

anticipate the forum and the community feedback that would come with it.  

The Women’s Research and Action Forum 
The forum would begin at 9:00AM. We arrived early and subsequently helped set up tables in a 

semi-circular formation looked toward the main stage of the room. Ms. Melanson worked on 

visual flipcharts that would be used at tables for participants to record their ideas.  

As participants began to arrive, they were provided with nametags that listed their organizational 

affiliation (if applicable). The CPS project worked with many public sector unions, and 

representatives of those organizations were present at the forum. Between 9:00AM and 

9:30AM, light breakfast and coffee was served. Participants had the opportunity to mingle and 

‘wake-up’ before an exciting day of feminist research engagement.  

Catherine Martin, the Nancy’s Chair in Women’s Studies at MSVU, began the day with an 

acknowledgement of the First Nation Mi’kmaq territory that the forum would proceed on. She 

also paid respects to the thousands of missing and murdered Aboriginal women in Canada. She 

sang a traditional Mi’kmaq welcome song, and in doing-so, created a space where safe and 

respectful discussion could flourish. Afterwards, Mary-Dan Johnson, the CPS Nova Scotia 

Coordinator, took the stage to set out our goals and context for the day, as well as formally 

introduce herself. Then, it was time for Corrie Melanson to begin facilitation: she explained how 

the discussion groups would be conducted throughout the day.  We wanted to ensure that no 

participants would leave the event without speaking to every person there at least once. As we 

would move throughout our agenda, participants would be asked to shuffle to a new table of 

individuals, introduce themselves, and pick-up on relevant conversation topics. We were 

provided with flipcharts to doodle on and to write out our ideas and interpretations throughout 

the forum.   

Between 10:10 and 10:30, Dr. Tammy Findlay (Political and Canadian Studies, MSVU) and 

Michelle Cohen (CUPE), the co-initiators of the Nova Scotia cluster, reported on the research 

and its findings and forthcoming outputs including the final project report and a series of 

community-based tools.   As CPS was truly a team effort, Dr. Findlay acknowledged the work of 

project staff, Mary-Dan Johnston and Jennifer O’Keefe, as well as researchers, Janet McClain 

and Julianne Acker-Verney, and the steering committee members.  There was time for Q&A 

specifically set aside for attendees. Various questions were raised. How come the Atlantic 
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cluster wasn’t able to coordinate a discussion group with African Nova Scotian women? How did 

we decide what questions to ask research participants? What were the demographics of all of 

the participants? 

We proceeded to respond to these questions: for instance, after multiple attempts to coordinate 

a discussion with African Nova Scotian women, we were not able to finalize a discussion group. 

This was due to pressing timelines and issues with pinning down a contact to host the group. 

The research questions had been drafted and agreed on through debate and eventual 

consensus within the research sub-committee that was comprised of members of the CPS Nova 

Scotian Steering Committee.  

In terms of demographics, we had a partial picture from voluntary questionnaires that some 

participants filled out.  For age groups, the distribution among research participants was 

relatively equal, with 16 participants aged 29 and under, 16 participants aged 30 to 49, and 17 

participants aged 50 and over. A strong majority of participants - 26 - stated they were from the 

Halifax and Dartmouth areas, whereas others were scattered between North Central Nova 

Scotia, the Valley, the Southern Peninsula and the South Shore. We had one participant from 

Cape Breton. In terms of gender identity, 47 participants identified as female. Three participants 

identified as either transgender or did not specify their gender. In terms of sexual orientation, 37 

participants identified as heterosexual, eight identified as either gay, lesbian, bisexual, 

transgender, or other. Five participants chose to not disclose their sexuality. A majority of 

participants were of Canadian citizenship, four participants were Indigenous/Aboriginal, and one 

Attendees at tables listening to presentations 
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participant was considered non-Canadian. Twelve participants identified as a member of a 

racialized group. Self-identified racial groups in the research collected included groups such as 

Native American, North African, Jewish, Asian, and those who self-identified as mixed race. 

Twelve participants self-identified as disabled; one participant was classified under the 

possibility of having a disability. A majority of responders were employed or were students, and 

five were considered unemployed. Twenty-two participants considered themselves to be public 

sector workers. Twenty-four participants had children under the age of 18. Household income 

levels were scattered among participants- three made less than $11,999 per year, seven made 

between $12,000 and $24,999 per year, twelve made between $25,000 and $54,999 per year, 

fourteen participants made between $55,000 and $99,999 per year, and four made $100,000+ 

per year.  

After a small break, we began an activity where specific stories that had been transcribed from 

CPS audio data were read aloud by participants. The following quotations were shared:  

“I see it coming down the river, like from where the parents can’t access what they need to 

access when they do or if they do, it’s comes down... the kids are the buffer, the kids are 

the ones who are getting the brunt of all of this, but it can’t be done for them, and so it’s 

affecting me at my job site because I see kids that are now in trouble, or masking 

themselves, or they are nervous, or they are hungry, and I mean, I can’t tell you how many 

kids I feed in my elementary school… it would scare you.”  

“We talk a lot about education and self-advocacy, but a lot of times when women speak 

their mind and they are assertive it’s seen as being rude, or impatient, or bitchy. So as 

someone who has a disability, that’s part of our life, we have to advocate for ourselves, we 

have to say what we need and a lot of the time I think that can be perceived wrong because 

you’re a woman.” 

“You know, my big motto is that the police is not our friends. So don’t bother them. Don’t 

involve them, because when you involve them, they only mess it up more. That is really 

terrible, because if we’re going to address crime and drugs and speeding, and whatever, 

we have to all be involved in the community.” 

“Winter time, it can be hard...If you do the cost-benefit analysis of if I go get my mail, I fall, 

I hurt myself, I can’t work, I lose money -- it becomes pretty clear pretty quickly that it’s not 

worth the risk. So I thought, there’s a business opportunity for someone -- if someone 

came to my door and I could do a background check I would happily pay them to eliminate 

that risk...I’m hoping the reversal happens for the other people because I’m sure we’re not 

the only people negotiating that risk or reward.” 

“A unique problem is rural communities and simply the services don’t exist in rural 

communities. And I’ve lived in around Amherst, Parrsboro, Pugwash, more or less places 

that are isolated or don’t have any services whatsoever except for a post-office, and for 
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services you have to travel upwards of an hour, hour and a half driving. And if you’re not 

in a safe space a safe mindset it becomes problematic if you are driving an hour and a half 

and in an unsafe mindset thinking – I want to hurt myself, oh, here’s an hour and half of 

opportunities in this big metal box. And that’s a unique problem, how do we get service 

access to women and men and people outside of places where they services are 

accessible?” 

“With my constant battle with public services as a trans woman it’s an everyday thing, it’s 

if I want to change my birth certificate I have to go through the province of Nova Scotia 

and the province of Ontario because I was born there. And they have to deal with each 

other, it has to go through the justice system it has to go through the courts and by the 

time it’s over and done with it’s 2 years down the road and I’m getting refused processes 

and such, I even have trouble flying because my IDs don’t match. It’s a constant battle with 

public services when you’re trying to shift your identification.” 

“As someone who has been on welfare, I was working full-time hours minimum wage job 

and laid off only to apply for welfare, it was less than half of my paycheck. I went two 

winters in my house with no heat quite simply because I cannot afford to live on welfare. 

And once I got a job that welfare disappeared. Once you’re employed they don’t make an 

allowance for like, oh maybe you need to establish a fund so you can pay for your next bill 

or whatever. The stigma surrounding it is ridiculous, anytime it’s a single mother, anytime 

it’s a woman, it’s obviously their fault that they put themselves in that situation.” 

“It's so difficult to understand the system: it's so complicated...it doesn't make things 

easier. It's a lot of bureaucracy, you have to go through a lot of bureaucracy to get to your 

final goals: like even to get to see a specialist is a bureaucracy. And … the system is 

difficult to navigate. So, if it is difficult for Canadians, imagine somebody that doesn't 

understand here. And, besides the public servants, they don't understand, you don't 

understand. So because it's really complicated, sometimes it's better not to ask for, not to 

look for nothing because you don't feel like you are welcome...and … there's the need of a 

lot of new people here, but there are no changes... So, how can you keep people here? 

How can you retain the people here?” 

“I’ve heard a theme of doing more with less, and so staff has decreased in a lot of public 

sectors, and regions, and they keep getting reduced and then expect the same level of 

service, and so those members, there’s people that are providers, and they’re exhausted, 

mentally, physically, because they are unable to do the work that a higher number of 

people had been doing. And now they’re trying to do, I keep hearing this ‘more with less’, 

‘more with less’, and at some point you can only take so much.” 
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Then, participants broke out into small groups to discuss further. We were encouraged to use our 

flipcharts to engage visually with the stories we’d just been told. Participants worked with a series 

of questions: What in these testimonies sounded familiar to you? What were you surprised by? 

What would public services that work for women in all their diversity look and feel like? Results 

were discussed among the group at large.   

 

Many of us spoke from personal experience with public services or to the experiences of their 

acquaintances, colleagues, or allies. We discussed the gaps that exist in public services 

primarily in Nova Scotia. We referenced the significant regional differences between urban and 

rural areas in Nova Scotia; we paid particular attention to the varying qualities of health care and 

mental health services. For instance, many Nova Scotians do not have a family doctor and 

many who do have to travel outside of their community to get to an appointment.  Many 

participants felt that the government did not have a strong grasp on women’s diverse needs in 

society; far too often things that we felt were necessary - such as affordable and accessible 

childcare and post-secondary education - were ignored by the provincial and federal 

government in favour of debt-servicing austerity measures. We also acknowledged our 

differences within the group as well as our shared values as feminists. We each expressed a 

distinct frustration with a lack of universalized public services in Canada and agreed that the 

social welfare state was in immense need of reconfiguration. We felt that many public systems 

were not fully public. In this sense, we felt a need for the systems in government to provide 

citizens with opportunities for agency and an ability to make self-directed decisions in the socio-

economic lives. Some concerns were brought about with the increasing expectations being 

forced onto the voluntary sector to address society’s problems to lessen the government’s 

agenda.  

Attendees reviewing the graphic flipcharts each table had drafted in response to questions. 
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Generally, participants agreed that they wished to see public services in Canada that were more 

intersectional, feminist, non-confrontational, non-judgemental, regionally and socially equitable, 

universal, sufficiently funded and accessible, holistic, and community-based. More so, there was 

expressed areas of concern like accessibility, funding cuts, and a lack of compassion. We 

acknowledged there was a lack of accountability and obligation in community consultation 

programs hosted by the government. The sentiment was that while the government consulted 

they often did not listen; perhaps they never intended to in the first place. This dialogue raised 

concerns about the fundamental requirements of democracy within Canada and beyond.i  

Flipcharts were posted around the room for participants to walk about together and read ideas 

that had not had the chance to be spoken to them directly. We were given markers and pens 

and were instructed to doodle and visualize our feelings on the flipcharts themselves. Soon 

enough, our policy ideas were flooded with doodles of hearts and checkmarks indicating our 

shared sense of approval and union.  It was apparent that our minds were in a similar space.  

After their lunch, participants were eager to hear what the cluster had planned to do while 

moving forward with the findings. Dr. Alana Cattapan, a political scientist, a CRIAW board 

member, and a postdoctoral fellow in the Faculty of Medicine at Dalhousie University, took the 

stage to discuss a new upcoming pan-Canadian project: Engendering Public Engagement: 

Democratizing Public Space.  

Dr. Cattapan explained to participants that the project had been born out of discussions about 

the upcoming 50th anniversary of the Royal Commission on the Status of Women.   There was 

interest in exploring contemporary public engagement strategies that could connect with women 

One of the graphic flipcharts created. This one was in response to the 
question: “What would truly public services look and feel like?” 
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about public policy. The overall goal of the project is to strengthen and extend partnerships 

among civil society organizations and academics with a view to bringing the voices of a wide 

range of constituencies into a public conversation about the status of women in Canada today 

and the public policy challenges in the decades ahead through several experiments occurring in 

different regions. Moving forward, we are looking to develop an accessible model for public 

policy engagement that can increase the policy capacity of civil society organizations, and 

create an ongoing, ever-growing Gender and Public Policy Network.  Dr. Alexandra 

Dobrowolsky, also a member of the Engendering Public Engagement Team, was at the forum 

as well. 

In Nova Scotia, we plan to move forward by hosting a variety of creative community-led public 

engagement exercises where we will look to communities themselves to deliberate on, and help 

solve policy issues.  Building on CPS, our stream will be called Changing Public Engagement.  

Various engagement activities were suggested, such as film screenings, art shows, kitchen 

table discussions, panels, and hashtag campaigns. Dr. Cattapan concluded by letting 

participants know that if they were interested in hearing more about the project they could fill out 

a contact form and be added to our mailing list. 

Currently, our engagement exercises are still in development. Members of the project are 

working on tasks such as ethics applications, outreach letters, and engagement tool research. 

We hope to host our first event in February 2017.  

Participants at the event responded very well to the new project. After the presentation, 

attendees were encouraged to consider what kinds of public engagement could be done to 

ensure the goals of the project were met. 

Another example of a graphic flipchart created. This one is in response to the 
questions: “What does real public engagement look like?” and “How can we 
engage others in exciting and creative ways?” 
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Questions asked included: ‘What does real public engagement look like?’, ‘What kinds of 

engagement have you done in the past?’ and ‘What support do you need?’ Responses varied 

among participants. By the end of the day, there was an unmistakable energy that filled the 

room. The remaining participants felt inspired and motivated to do good for their communities—

the research and its release had left a lasting impression.  Ultimately, the Nova Scotia Cluster 

concludes that the Women’s Research and Action Forum was a successful event.  

 

i For a more detailed discussion of the project results, see our summary report at: 
http://www.criaw-icref.ca/en/page/changing-public-services 
 

                                                      

http://www.criaw-icref.ca/en/page/changing-public-services

