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ABSTRACT 

 

“I think that many women who came along to workshops there […] had potentially never been 

in a women’s only space. And I know that [case organisation] isn’t a women-only space, but it 

kind of is, just by default. And so I think that the fact that there is a women’s space, a defined 

and definitive women’s space in [this city] like that, it just felt like a real oasis, a real joy to 

women. […] I think that it’s important to sort of depressurise women and it’s important for 

women to kind of step outside of the patriarchy and step outside of the kind of bombardment 

of that, the continuous daily bombardment of that.” [Research Participant] 

 

This paper uses a case study of a popular woman-centric space to explore new avenues in transformative 

service research, looking at the potential for women-focused services to have transformative impact on 

the lives of those that use them. We address the question of what benefits users and people involved in 

running woman-centric spaces perceive are gained from organisations and/or environments focused on 

women’s experiences in a British context where awareness of gender equality is becoming more 

widespread in the post-#MeToo era, but where much progress still remains to be made in ensuring 

women are able to overcome structural inequalities. 

Various studies have explored the emotions and meanings generated through servicescapes (e.g. 

Maclaran and Brown 2005; Debenedetti, Oppewal and Arsel 2014). We seek to build on prior work that 

has established a link between space and well-being, particularly in relation to gender. For example, 

recent research has explored how spaces can be used as resources to overcome identity hierarchies and 

assert the cultural value of feminine consumer identities (Maciel and Wallendorf 2021). Research has 

also revealed how the localisation of emotions within particular spaces through gendered emotion 

scripts can become therapeutic (Higgins and Hamilton 2018). Our case study provided a particularly 

interesting example as, although men were not banned from the case study organisation and could use 
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its resources, many events held there were ‘women only’ (again, this was inclusive of gender non-binary 

people and trans women). 

Drawing on interviews and arts-based methods involving c.60 women and gender non-binary 

individuals associated with our case study organisation, we analyse why this particular servicescape 

was so successful in prompting transformative experiences for women who used it. Our research 

participants often described their journey within the space along a kind of continuum which might 

involve several or all of the following stages (not necessarily in this particular order): firstly, finding 

confidence to enter a public space; secondly, developing a sense of self-esteem through connecting their 

own experiences with stories of other women and with stories from women’s history; thirdly, building 

on this newfound confidence and self-esteem to begin to find their own voice in a group setting; 

fourthly, volunteering to help other service users; and finally, contributing to strategic and events 

planning as a member of the organisation. Women-centric servicespaces such as our case study are thus 

shown to offer a place in which to develop one’s voice as a woman, one’s self-esteem and, in the words 

of one participant, “escape the patriarchy”.  
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