The Remarkable Response to the Chilly Climate Report 157

I expect that the main negative reaction to the Report will be the objection
that it is “anecdotal”” and unrepresentative. In response to this I can only re-
peat what we say in the Report: as an institution we (collectively) have a
problem if anyone feels as demoralized and excluded as did many of the
women with whom we spoke. I would be delighted to learn that we had, by
dint of remarkable sampling error, spoken to all the women faculty at West-
ern who have ever had such experiences, but would still maintain that the
number of problems reported to us are too many to be tolerated in an insti-
tution that has made the sort of commitment this one has to employment
equity. In fact, the way we proceeded was to identify departments and fac-
ulties that represent a range of different kinds of disciplines and environ-
ments, and then interview as many women faculty in each unit as possible.
In this, several of the units in which we conducted interviews were chosen
precisely because they had a reputation for supporting women, so such a
happy error would be quite remarkable. I was, in fact, delighted to learn
that there is a great deal of variability in the experience of women faculty at
Western: as indicated in the Report, some of the 35 we spoke to did feel that,
overall, they had been treated well. But every one of them described waysin
which their own effectiveness and productivity, or their ability to partici-
pate in the life of the institution had been compromised by gender-specific
patterns of treatment that they felt devalued and isolated them as women.
However widespread or broadly “representative’” these negative experi-
ences prove to be, for the target population as a whole or for individuals,
they result in an unacceptable waste of talent and person-power in an insti-
tution whose main asset is undeniably its employees.

It is worth noting that the cost of squandering these human resources
(e.g., those of the four key target groups) is quickly becoming unsupport-
able, not just in universities but in society as a whole. The Toronto Star ran a
story in August under the headline, ““U.S. Employers Face Boggling Demo-
graphics.” These “boggling demographics” were that, while “white
males. .. as few as five years ago represented 45 per cent of the U.S. work
force, [they] will comprise only 15 per cent of the entering work force by
1995.” The Star goes on to conclude that ““U.S. businesses will be forced to
turn to women, minorities and immigrants if they expect to compete in the glo-
bal economy of the 1990s and beyond” (The Toronto Star, Monday, 28 Au-
gust, B2; emphasis added). Whatever the peculiarities of the situation in
Canada, the fact remains that we can ill afford to allow the persistence of
practices that exclude, devalue, and undermine members of traditionally
marginalized groups; taken together, these are rapidly emerging as the ma-
jority of the entering workforce. As a primary focus of training for members
of this entering workforce, particularly managers and professionals, univer-
sities have a special responsibility to be on the cutting edge of change in this
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area, and a special potential to realize the sorts of positive change that will
be necessary if we are to capitalize on diversity.

I have every expectation that the new employment equity initiatives at
Western will make a real difference, not just for women (or, more narrowly,
for women faculty), but for all target groups. There is no question, however,
that this will require the hardest kind of change: changes in attitudes and in
patterns of everyday practice that are so widely taken for granted they are
never even acknowledged, much less questioned. Although this necessi-
tates an unsettling process of candid self-criticism directed not just at some
amorphous “other” (“the administration,” “the decision makers”’) but at
ourselves, our own units, our immediate colleagues, it is absolutely essen-
tial if this institution (indeed, if any post-secondary institution) is to con-
tinue to play a vital role in an increasingly diverse society.
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Appendix B
A Response to Some Criticisms of the Chilly Climate Report

Alison Wylie

Drafted for circulation on 24 November 1989.
— Eds.

The criticisms levelled against the Report we drafted on the chilly climate for
women faculty at Western fall into three categories: 1) interviewees were not
identified (we, and they, “hid behind anonymity”’), 2) the chilly climate ex-
periences we report are not “representative,”” and 3) the Report was used to
create a “staged media event.” Irespond to each in turn.

1. Anonymity

It is difficult to know why protection of the identities of research subjects
would be considered grounds for questioning the credibility of the reported
results of interviews with them. Virtually every professional association of
social scientists and most credible granting agencies enforce codes of ethics
which not only allow, but in fact require, that social scientists guarantee
their subjects’ anonymity. Subjects are routinely assured that research mate-
rials identifying them will be kept under lock and key and destroyed after a
specified period of time; they are guaranteed that the data resulting from
studies in which they participate will be published in aggregate form so
they are not identifiable and, in the case of research which focuses closely on
particular individuals, pseudonyms are typically used and any identifying
details are carefully disguised. If researchers do plan to publish material in
which their subjects are identified, they must get written permission to do
this, the only exception being cases where the subjects are public figures
who are being interviewed in their official capacities. If the anonymity of re-
search subjects was, indeed, ground for dismissing the credibility of social
scientific research, very little would survive scrutiny.

The reason we have been criticized for such standard research practice
seems to be a worry that, in not identifying those we interviewed, we (or the
subjects) could have “made it all up.” In fact, we took special care to ensure
the accuracy of all claims made about the experiences women reported to
us. As we completed our final draft, we contacted each woman we had in-
terviewed whose experiences were described in the Report, outlined the
context in which her remarks were reported, and asked her to review all the
statements attributed to her, including both direct quotes and summary de-
scriptions. Frequently interviewees requested that certain details be excised
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because they were too readily identifiable, butjust as frequently they added
material to convey more completely and accurately the nature of the diffi-
culties they faced. We incorporated all the revisions suggested. It is a pro-
found insult not just to us, but to the 35 women we interviewed, that public
critics of the Report seem to find the experiences we describe so implausible
that, in this particular case, they take anonymity to be grounds for question-
ing the integrity of the accounts given, indeed, for intimating that we (and
they) may have falsified the data we report.

2. Representativeness

Two separate issues are raised in this connection. The first has to do with the
sample of women we interviewed, and the second with the kinds of in-
cidents and experiences we reported on the basis of these interviews. The
crux of both seems to be a suspicion that what we report is not representa-
tive of women’s experiences at Western considered either collectively or in-
dividually, and that therefore any conclusions we have drawn are false gen-
eralizations.

It has first to be noted that we did not, in fact, undertake to establish gen-
eral conclusions about the extent or degree of the problems we documented
in the University as a whole. Our aim was to characterize some of the mech-
anisms by which a chilly climate can be created for women, following the
lead of numerous studies done at other institutions in North America and
nationally in the United States. To this end we were most concerned simply
to describe the experiences of the women we interviewed. The conclusions
we drew were that there is, in this sample, great variability in the degree to
which women find the climate chilly at Western. As we indicate repeatedly,
we did speak to women who felt they had been treated well overall and that
their units had been relatively hospitable, but even they had encountered
the same sorts of chilly climate practices which, in more extreme forms else-
where, were described as creating an extremely hostile environment. There
were consistent themes in the treatment of women, as women, which are
comparable to those that have been identified in the surveys reported by the
Association of American Colleges. As we said in the Report and elsewhere,
we would be overjoyed to learn that we had interviewed the only 35 women
faculty at Western who have encountered the sorts of problems that were
described to us, and we congratulate those women who can claim, in good
faith, never to have had such experiences or observed such practices. Our
report shows, however, that Western is not an anomaly among North;:
American universities; the problems identified elsewhere do exist here. In
fact, we had assumed that the President’s creation of a Standing Committee
on Employment Equity was informed, at least in part, by an appreciation
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that climate issues are crucial, as acknowledged in the Federal Contractors
Guidelines, and that the mandate of this committee would include investi-
gation of the extent — the distribution and seriousness — of exactly the sorts
of subtle and informal, as well as formal (and now illegal), barriers to em-
ployment equity that were described by the women we interviewed.

Despite the fact that generalization was not our objective we did make a
concerted effort to speak to a range of women working in a number of dif-
~ ferent sorts of academic disciplines and environments. As indicated in the
Report, we proceeded by drawing a sample of academic units (either depart-
ments, or faculties without departmental structure) and then undertook to
interview as many women within these units as possible. Where the choice
of units was concerned, we felt it important to maximize variability on two
dimensions: the type of discipline and the reputed warmth or chilliness of
the climate for women. We chose 12 units altogether. Four can be broadly
defined as ““professional schools,” and the rest are distributed across the
“‘core faculties” of Arts, Social Science, and Science. Two had a strong repu-
tation for supporting women and two we understood to be problematic in
this regard, while the rest (i.e., two-thirds of them) had no particular reputa-
tion in either direction. In all but two of the units we achieved coverage of
two-thirds of all the tenured and tenurable women faculty, and in the ma-
jority of units (eight of them) we were able to interview over half the women
faculty holding term appointments and ongoing part-time positions, as well
as tenured and tenurable positions. None of the women we contacted de-
clined to speak to us, although two asked that none of their experiences be
included after having been interviewed. Although our assessment of the
“reputation” of units was necessarily impressionistic, the fact remains that
we did undertake to interview women in contexts where we believed the
climate might be relatively warm and, in the end, women from such units
were proportionately better represented in our sample than women from
the other units. We interviewed 80% of the women in the two units we iden-
tified as supportive environments; none of them felt it necessary to with-
draw their accounts and, in the end, they constituted just under a quarter of
the reported sample. Insofar as our sample is skewed, then, it is definitely
not skewed in the direction of a concentration on women working in what
we understood to be inhospitable contexts.

In short, contrary to the allegations of our critics, we did not speak to a
sample of 35 women whom we knew in advance would have negative
stories to tell about their experiences at Western. We interviewed a great
many women we knew hardly at all and many we believed would have had
relatively good experiences at Western, given their location in units suppor-
tive of women. Given this, we were interested to learn that the climate for
women varies a great deal at Western, although all of those we interviewed
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report various forms of differential treatment as women that they find irk-
some at best, and profoundly debilitating at worst.

The second sense in which our account seems to be considered un-
representative is that we are suspected of having included only the worst
experiences reported to us or that we manipulated our subjects (using
"leading questions”’) into reporting their bad experiences in an unrepresen-
tative way. In fact, the way we proceeded in interviews was to ask, in as
open-ended a manner as possible, whether the woman in question felt that
gender had made a difference, or had affected the way she was treated in
her unit, in her capacity as teacher, researcher, and administrator (the three
areas covered by our contracts as faculty). More often than not we were
overwhelmed by the response we got to this initial inquiry; for many wom-
en, especially those we knew least well or who were relatively isolated in
their units, we presented an opportunity to talk about an enormous range of
experiences that they found problematic and puzzling, but felt quite alone
in addressing. In several cases what began as an hour-long interview went
on for three, even four or five hours, and a number of interviewees made a
point of keeping in touch with us after the interviews, calling back to add
observations about the experiences they had initially described to us, or
adding new incidents as they came to mind or unfolded around them in
subsequent weeks and months (these include five women with whom con-
tact through the project, as interviewees, was their primary connection with
the interviewer). We certainly did not have to employ “leading’” questions
to elicit the enormous volume of interview material on which we based our
report. All we had to do was indicate a willingness to listen and we encoun-
tered, over and over, a great desire to break the silence and isolation and to
talk to others about what we quickly came to see as common problems. We
can only hope the President’s Employment Equity Committee will provide
more women with the opportunity to discuss their experiences, concerns,
and hopes for change with regard to chilly climate issues.

As this suggests, we came away from the interview process with vastly
more material than we could hope to summarize in a manageable report.
The selection process proved less difficult than we expected, however, be-
cause a great deal of this material proved unusable by virtue of being so spe-
cific to individual women and their situations that there was no possibility
of reporting it without revealing their identities. In fact, for this reason, we
left out at least as many incidents and examples of chilly climate practices as
we included. Moreover, as might be expected, the experiences we did not
report include the worst, most explicit cases of sexist and discriminatory
behaviour we heard about, as well as many of the accounts given by women
whose positions are so tenuous that they felt they could not allow us to re-
port any but the most sanitized descriptions of their experiences. The
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incidents we were able to include are, for the most part, generic enough that
they could be described without specific references that would expose indi-
viduals. In short, if there is any bias in our selection of material from the ac-
counts women gave us of their experiences at Western, it is certainly not in
the direction of emphasizing the worst aspects of this work environment.

Finally, a question often raised is whether the incidents reported are rep-
resentative of recent and ongoing practices, rather than relating to the envi-
ronment of 15 or 20 years ago. In fact, 60% of the women we interviewed
had been appointed to positions at Western in the 1980s (21 women) and
well over half of these had been at Western less than five years when we
contacted them in the summer of 1988. Given this, it is to be expected that
the vast majority of the incidents reported are recent history. And, in fact,
only a handful (specifically, six) of the incidents described were reported to
us as having occurred in the 1970s. Another 10 occurred in the early 1980s
but most of them (eight) were described as practices or problems that origi-
nated at that time and have continued to the present. All the rest are current
either in the sense that, as discrete events, they occurred within the past five
years, or they constitute features of the environment —what we referred to
as “standing conditions”” — that are ongoing problems. It is perhaps signifi-
cant that all the incidents concerning compensation (e.g., lower starting
salaries) date to within three years of the interviews, with the one exception
being the case reported by a woman who had been denied summer teaching
on the grounds that she had no alimony payments to meet.

I conclude, then, that the experiences we describe are not, in any of the
senses identified, ““unrepresentative” of the kinds of difficulties that at least
35 women currently face at Western. From the point of view of developing
an effective employment equity program, it would be most interesting and
useful to characterize this variability in greater detail, to establish a data
base that will support generalizations about the climate at Western as a
whole and, most important, to determine what factors make a difference in
the environment for women. Our point has always been that our study
should be treated as a contribution to this larger investigative and policy-
making enterprise — it provides some preliminary information on the basis
of which more extensive surveys could profitably be based. The proposal
that our report be used as a point of departure for further research was, in
fact, the first of the six recommendations with which we concluded the Re-
port.

But whatever follow-up research is undertaken at Western, and what-
ever its results, we maintain that the problems reported to us by the 35
women we interviewed are too numerous, too serious, and too consistent
thematically (both among themselves and with those reported in other con-
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texts) to be dismissed as unproblematic because they are unrepresentative
of the population as a whole.

In addition, Iwould argue that, whatever the results of this follow-up re-
search, our interview data do establish a clear and present need for the sorts
of response to problems of climate that we recommended in the conclusion
of the Report. In particular, it is crucial that some kind of mechanism be
established for handling complaints about the various types of discrimina-
tory behaviour reported to us which do not fall within the mandate of the
Sexual Harassment Officers. There is no individual or office empowered to
handle these complaints' comparable to the Sexual Harassment Officers
and, as many of the stories reported indicate, women frequently find them-
selves in positions where those to whom they might properly report their
difficulties are part of the problem. This concern was addressed by our
fourth recommendation. In addition to dealing more effectively with more
or less overt cases of discriminatory practice, it is crucial to sensitize the uni-
versity community to the damage done by the sorts of informal, often inad-
vertently compromising practices that exclude and devalue women (recom-
mendations three and five) and, most important, that every effort be made
to increase the number of women on faculty and in administrative positions
at Western (recommendation six with provisions for implementation in rec-
ommendation two). The President’s Standing Committee for Employment
Equity presumably has a mandate to take action in each of these areas and,
as we indicate in our conclusion, we did see evidence that a commitment to
equity has begun to change the environment for women in some quarters:
we came away from the study with “some degree of optimism that such
warming of the climate is spreading, and can be spread if a concerted effort
is made to foster it” (p. 37).

3. The ““Staged Media Event”

The allegation that we “staged”” a ““media event,” evidently with the delib-
erate aim of discrediting the University, is one of the most puzzling features
of the defensive reaction that our report has provoked. We were, from the
outset, committed to making the Report public, in the sense that we were
committed to making it available to any who might take an interest in it. It
was originally distributed to the women we interviewed, to the senior ad-
ministration, and to those appointed by them to address employment
equity issues, and a copy was put onreserve at D.B. Weldon Library where it
would be accessible to others. It is not clear what it means to say that a me-
dia event has been “staged.”” At the very least it would seem to imply some
element of surprise—that the media were given the Report before those
concerned or affected by it knew it was coming or had themselves received
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it—and it would seem to suggest some large and well-organized press con-
ference or systematic press release involving a range of media. In fact, many
members of the administration were informed that the Report would be
available two weeks before it was released and that the local Free Press re-
porter responsible for university news also knew that the Report was com-
ing. In the event, this reporter drove over to one of our houses on the week-
end after the Report was released to get a copy, and very quickly did inter-
views with the three of us who were in town at the time. The electronic me-
dia likewise made arrangements, that weekend, to interview two of us early
on Monday morning. There was, then, no element of surprise and, far from
“staging” a press conference or arranging a systematic, wide-ranging press
release, the Report came to public notice in an extremely haphazard way. It
is a credit to the energy and attentiveness of local London reporters, not to
us, that there was news of the Report so soon after it was circulated.

It is a mystery to us why the President and the Provost did not simply
state that they were well aware of the problems we describe, that these prob-
lems are generic to universities in North America, and that Western is ac-
tively addressing them, deferring any further questions to the highly pro-
fessional staff and faculty they have appointed to positions of responsibility
for these initiatives. With such a response there would have been no story,
and no “media event.”” The only real media event we can identify, using the
criteria of surprise (or, failure to inform those involved) and deliberate solic-
itation of media attention, was created by the invitation of TV crews and re-
porters to cover the Senate meeting at which, ironically, the President issued
the statement denouncing our report as a “staged media event.”

It has finally to be noted that this charge of having “staged a media
event” is puzzling in another sense. If we had, in fact, intended publicly to
discredit and embarrass the University or, more specifically, its administra-
tion, is it really plausible that we would have limited the scope of our activi-
ties to local news outlets? With the current national interest in sexism and
sexual harassment on Canadian campuses it would not have been hard to
draw much wider attention had that been our aim. Our concern is that in fo-
cusing on this highly questionable allegation about our motivations and ob-
jectives, the administration trivializes and obscures the real issues which re-
quire our attention and which were our primary concern: the variety of
chilly climate issues raised by the 35 women to whom we spoke.
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stead of her own. Another praised Bishop’s liberality in admitting Jews who, during the
War, were being turned away at McGill [University]. To admit discrimination may have
meant, at an emotive level, to admit inferiority. ... Though many recall the facts of discrimi-
nation in both painful and humorous detail, they cannot call it by its name. Some repress the
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nuclear destruction looms over our heads, thousands of people in Latin America are being
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tortured each day etc. Yet it amazes me that these women have chosen as their outrage, their

" “cause célebre’ gender-neutral language. Get with it” (p. 9).
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gy Books, 1991). In the aftermath of the massacre, Alison Wylie gave a statement, as Presi-
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