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Abstract

As we enter what has been defined as a climate emergency, governments are formulat-
ing policy responses that address sustainability through low carbon transitions. This 
article examines the relationship between policy representation in climate mitigation, 
business and food policies, and the implementation of sustainable practices in pro-
fessional kitchens. The restaurant industry is a major consumer of natural resources 
as many practices throughout the supply chain are carbon intensive. Following Carol 
Bacchi’s «What is the problem represented to be?» framework, this article exam-
ines the extent to which policy representation of sustainability and food governance 
influences everyday practices in professional kitchens in Glasgow, Scotland, based 
on research undertaken in 2019. This study revealed that climate change, business 
and food policies promote the idea that sustainability will be achieved alongside 
economic growth, without considering the complexities of social inequalities. The 
policies significantly overlook the private sector responsibility to transform away 
from unsustainable practices, whilst the potential approaches to improve social and 
environmental sustainability are obscured. The article concludes by calling for policies 
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to integrate issues of social justice in the representation of the problem to produce 
more transformative and socially equitable outcomes.

Keywords: Climate change; Sustainability; Professional kitchens; Policy; Gender.

Resumen

Este artículo examina la relación entre la representación de políticas públicas en 
mitigación climática, políticas comerciales y alimentarias, y la implementación de 
prácticas sostenibles en cocinas profesionales. La industria de hostelería es una gran 
consumidora de recursos naturales, ya que muchas prácticas en toda la cadena de 
suministro son intensivas en carbono. Siguiendo el marco analítico de Carol Bacchi 
«What is the problem represented to be?», este artículo examina hasta qué punto la 
representación política de la sostenibilidad y la gobernanza alimentaria influyen en las 
prácticas cotidianas en las cocinas profesionales de Escocia, a partir de un estudio rea-
lizado en 2019. Este trabajo revela que el cambio climático y las políticas comerciales 
y alimentarias promueven la idea de que la sostenibilidad se logrará junto con el cre-
cimiento económico, sin considerar las complejidades de las desigualdades sociales. 
Las políticas pasan por alto significativamente la responsabilidad del sector privado 
de transformarse alejándose de prácticas insostenibles, mientras que los enfoques 
potenciales para mejorar la sostenibilidad social y ambiental quedan oscurecidos. El 
artículo concluye reclamando políticas para integrar las cuestiones de justicia social 
en la representación del problema para producir resultados más transformadores y 
socialmente equitativos.

Palabras clave: Cambio climático; sostenibilidad; cocinas profesionales; política; 
género.

1. INTRODUCTION

Climate change has been described as the «defining moral issue of the 21st 
century» (Levy and Patz 311) with consensus growing that we are living in 
a climate emergency (Cretney and Nissen 15; Lenton et al. 592; Ripple et al. 
8-12). This emergency has been described as a manifestation of unsustainable 
human activities (Hulme 899). These unsustainable practices, sparked by 
energy intensive technological advances since the industrial revolution, have 
resulted in global biodiversity loss and degradation, vulnerable global econ-
omies, increasing inequalities, and public disconnect from political agendas 
(Giddens 1-16). In response, many countries around the world are attempting 
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to mitigate these effects through the implementation of policies at both inter-
national and country level. However, scholars from different disciplinary 
backgrounds problematize emerging policy approaches because they may 
reproduce or exacerbate inequalities that mostly affect the poorest and most 
marginalised people in society. Underlying these critiques is the concern that 
policymaking in general tends to be gender, race and class blind, neglecting 
how such intersecting factors enable or constrain the agency of individuals 
to respond (Eveline and Bacchi 87).

The first substantive international policy response to climate change was 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
The framework highlighted the need for the concentration of greenhouse 
gases in the earths’ atmosphere to be significantly reduced to prevent trigger-
ing an irreversible anthropogenic climate catastrophe. The UNFCCC called 
for an international response to address greenhouse gas emissions through 
international treaties to produce protocols or agreements (UNFCCC). The 
most recent treaty flowing from the framework is the Paris Climate Agreement 
(2016), in which world leaders committed to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions with the hope of preventing the global average temperature from rising 
more than two degrees. Emission reduction targets have been set, at coun-
try level, for both 2030 and 2050 (Du Pont et al. 5). Scotland is taking an 
ambitious approach towards reaching its 2050 climate targets, aiming to be 
a carbon neutral country by 2045. The Scottish Government are progressive 
in their climate ambitions and Scotland’s first minister Nicola Sturgeon main-
tains that the environmental and social gains called for within environmental, 
climate and business policies will be met without compromising the country’s 
economic growth. Despite this positive intent, the Scottish Government’s pol-
icies are still framed within an economic growth discourse. Without address-
ing the social oppression and environmental degradation, two significant 
consequences of capitalism (Rose and Cachelin 518-525), Scotland could 
be overlooking potential social and environmental trade-offs that may occur 
alongside a low carbon transition. If economic gains are prioritised, this could 
result in an unjust transition.

In considering the restaurant industry, it is clear that this industrial sector 
has consistently benefited from access to natural resources and food produce 
from all over the world. This commodification of nature has contributed 
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towards negative environmental, social, cultural and political consequences 
for many people around the world (Moore 97). Restaurants should therefore 
be considered as potential major actors in assisting countries move towards 
a sustainable transition. Such engagement would entail embracing social, 
environmental and economic obligations in a whole systems approach, rather 
than the prioritizing of one. Arguably, if all dimensions of sustainability are 
in equilibrium, socio-economic inequalities and environmental degradation 
should progressively reduce. The question arises then in relation to policy 
objectives such as those expressed by the Scottish Government and, more 
widely, as to whether such necessary principles are reflected within govern-
ment policies. Is there a visible and meaningful policy focus on combining 
concern to eliminate the harmful commodification of natural resources and 
workers, central to climate change mitigation policy? Or is there a fine selec-
tion on the policy menu but the real cooking is on the back burner?

This article examines the extent to which the Scottish Government’s cli-
mate change, business, and food policies are influencing the environmental 
conscience and everyday practices of head chefs in Glasgow. Examining cur-
rent practices in professional kitchens helps to gauge if and how governmental 
policies are supporting the drive for more sustainable business practices. This 
article progresses from a succinct literature review that explores the relation-
ship between gender, nature, sustainability and business. It is informed by 
feminist and ecofeminist scholarship that calls for a transformation of tradi-
tional organizational structures, built upon masculine ethics. As patriarchal 
societies are associated with dominance over women and exploitation of 
nature, the evaluation of gendered norms and roles within society and within 
sustainable transitions are now as relevant as ever. It is therefore essential to 
examine the relation between sustainability, gender, and business. As Allwood 
(10) suggests, focusing on gender in the context of climate change and sus-
tainability highlights the lived experiences of women, and the ways in which 
gendered dynamics play out in practice and how these might be changed, 
and change them. Secondly, this article critically evaluates the way in which 
climate, business and food policies in Scotland frame and represent the issue 
of sustainability as a direct response to climate change. To do so, this article 
will draw from Bacchi’s framework «What is the problem represented to be?» 
(Bacchi, Policy problems 5). It investigates whether such representation of 
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sustainability conceals underlying institutional discrimination, in turn min-
imizing the potential for authentic sustainable practices to be implemented. 
The policy analysis is combined with qualitative empirical data gathered 
from semi-structured interviews with head chefs, in order to determine to 
what extent the ‘problems’ represented in these policies are consistent with 
experiences in professional kitchens. This article concludes by calling for 
governmental climate, business and food policies to integrate issues of social 
justice more transparently and substantively in the framing and definition of 
the problem of sustainability.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Policy Representation

Over the last twenty years, feminist theorist Carol Lee Bacchi has made a 
significant contribution to policy analysis, disputing the idea that public 
policies are developed as means to solve arising, identifiable societal chal-
lenges (Practice; Policy problems; WTP). In 1999 Women, policy and politics: 
The construction of policy problems (1999) Bacchi argued that societal issues 
can be shaped, moulded or created through the way in which governments 
frame and represent the issue they are responding to, extending this approach 
into an analytical tool to examine the ways in which policy problems are 
constructed. By asking «what is the problem represented to be?» (WPR), this 
analytical framework explores the ways in which assumptions and presup-
positions result in misrepresentation of a problem, leaving underlying issues 
at the root of the problem masked, silenced or ignored. Although Bacchi 
acknowledges that problem representation can be instrumentalised at times 
for political gains, she calls for the WPR approach to be used at a level which 
will «probe the deep conceptual underpinnings of problem representations» 
(Bacchi, WTP 1). According to Carol Bacchi and Susan Goodwin (7) this 
method of analysing policy can be transferred to many policy areas. As such, 
the framework is applied here to dissect Scottish Government’s climate and 
food policies as discourse, whilst semi-structured interviews complement 
this analysis by gauging how policy is being interpreted and translated (or 
not) into practice.
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2.2 Connecting gender and the commodification of nature

Feminist and ecofeminist perspectives have importantly reconceptualised 
the relationship between nature and society, and within society in relation 
to gender. Ecofeminism suggests that before technological and economic 
progress became the main indicator of a successful society, societies were 
more egalitarian and the relationship between nature and society was more 
equitable and sustainable. Ecofeminist scholars invoke a rebalancing of power 
between nature and society and a return to pre-scientific and pre-industrial-
isation (Leach 67-85), when nature’s value was more than just instrumental 
(Kneel). Concurrently, domination over nature is to be examined in rela-
tion to domination within society. Ecofeminist theorists such as Ruether and 
Merchant argue that we live in a patriarchal, capitalist society produced by 
historical domination and oppression of both women and nature. Such hier-
archal power over nature has created a nature-human «dualism», which both 
the feminist scholar Plumwood (43-60) and environmental ethics scholar 
Attfield argue is the root cause of our contemporary climate and ecological 
crises. Altogether these arguments are key in rethinking the core values of 
sustainability in relation to gender.

Ecofeminism, with its association to feminist activism (Leach 67-85), 
has been perceived at times as too radical and critiqued by scholars such as 
Brohman and Leach (67-85) for its one-dimensional analysis of the relation-
ship between women and nature. Brohman argues that ecofeminism fails 
to acknowledge intersecting factors such as race, class and privilege, which 
shape every woman’s identity differently. Intersectionality has become a the-
oretical-methodological model in its own right and an increasingly impor-
tant analytical tool within climate research to understand behaviours and 
vulnerabilities (Aavik 509-527). Therefore, there is a need to evaluate gen-
dered differences which enable or constrain one’s ability to adapt and change 
behaviour. That is not to say that one gender is more instinctively concerned 
with nature preservation than the other. Yet, to create change, we need to dig 
beneath the surface and reveal the motivations and gendered power struc-
tures at institutional, societal, organisational level, which dictate how much 
control people have over their own options. The next section examines how 
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gendered barriers within organisations constrain or enable transformation of 
organisational and economical structures.

2.3 Sustainability in a masculine business world

Through her studies of gendered organisations, Acker highlights that tradi-
tional hierarchy within an organisation always favours men, as the roles of 
power and authority are given to those who can commit to full-time paid 
work («Hierarchies» 139-158). Unlike women, men have been able to have 
a full-time job and life long career as their wives or mothers would generally 
care for their children on their behalf. On the other hand, choices for women 
in relation to paid employment have been more limited. Due to the gendered 
structural constraints, women must divide their commitments between fami-
ly-work time, as societal norms and gendered expectations dictated that rais-
ing children was the role of the mother, and work was the role of the father 
(Gerson 8-24). Consequently, women have been more likely to be positioned 
in lower-ranking roles within organisations. Over thirty years ago, Morrison 
et al. (1987) described the phenomenon of few women securing roles within 
the most powerful positions as the «glass ceiling», a metaphor of the invisible 
barrier preventing women from progressing upwards, still in daily use. Acker 
suggests that the glass ceiling may never be broken through by women, unless 
there is an overall transformation within the organisational and economical 
structures which foster inequalities in the first place («Glass ceiling» 199-21).

Steinberg describes male dominated work environments as organisations 
built upon «masculine values», suggesting that since men were historically 
in positions of power, they have had the greatest influence over the way in 
which a business –its structure, ethos, and identity– was organised (576-
581). In such businesses women are under-represented and subject to the 
dominant masculine bias and hierarchy, detrimental to their status in terms of 
position and power. Steinberg further argues that men, who have an interest 
in maintaining their superior status, do so by reproducing gendered stere-
otypes such as dominant behaviour in the work place (Steinberg 576-581). 
This «masculine ethic» produces a male dominated work environment (Moss 
245-266), and is adopted by the organisational leader, whether they are a man 
or woman (Steinberg 576-581).
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These gendered dynamics are the norm in professional kitchens which 
are known for their male dominated workforce, especially in decision making 
roles, and associated with anti-social working hours and high pressured work 
environments. Deborah Harris and Patti Giuffre (27-52) highlight that men 
still outnumber women in leadership roles within professional kitchens. 
These environments are known for being adrenaline fuelled, aggressive, sexu-
alized misogynistic (Cooper 681-704). Stereotypes of cooking as a «feminine» 
activity and a «male ethic» combine in efforts of male head chefs to disasso-
ciate their job role from feminine stereotypes. Male chefs may «compensate» 
by overt displays of stereotypical masculine traits in their kitchen such as 
stamina, resilience, no emotion under pressure, and the ability to work for 
long hours in extreme conditions (Koch 75-79; Nilsson 647-663). All levels 
of staff in professional kitchens are known to endure long working hours and 
unregulated working conditions. Women mostly must «prove» themselves to 
be as capable as male chefs to withstand the masculine working environment 
of a professional kitchen (Harris and Giuffre 27-52). Therefore, as signalled 
by Acker, if the gendered stereotypes, ideologies and fundamental structure 
of a work place continue to favour male employees, then that organization 
will continue to be male dominated («Hierarchies» 139-158).

The leadership style of kitchens has also been associated with bullying, 
demeaning verbal abuse and a hierarchical structure that resembles that of 
the military (Koch 75-79; Nilsson 647-663). Testing these propositions, a 
study of women in the Swedish Armed Forces (Kronsell, «Methods» 108-
128; «Practices» 280-298) explored the experiences of women and gendered 
relations within a traditionally hegemonic masculine environment. The 
author found that women are made to feel an excluded minority within this 
masculine institution and underscores the importance of documenting the 
largely overlooked gendered experiences of women in the forces. Listening 
to the experiences of some of the women provides the insight needed to help 
understand and transform masculine institutions, especially ones which are 
not exposed to outside influences such as activism and social movements.

Altogether these studies invite us to reconsider sustainability in the con-
text of a masculine business world and raise important questions as to how 
the structures of a work place enable or constrain change. In line with these 
considerations, this study problematizes sustainability in the context of the 
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gendered professional kitchen and the article explores the discursive ambi-
tions of climate and food policy and the reality of food catering as a business 
activity.

3. METHODOLOGY

The design of this research was influenced by personal experience as a pro-
fessional chef of 18 years and my perspective as a feminist researcher. As a 
female professional within a male dominated industry, I was exposed to the 
challenges of working in a masculine environment. Further, working in kitch-
ens raised my awareness towards sustainability concerns such as resource 
consumption and the carbon footprint of restaurants. These experiences have 
kindled my research focus on sustainability in the food industry.

The analysis of sustainability as a policy discourse and of the practices in 
restaurants was carried out in three stages. Firstly, this article identified the 
relevant policy documents from the Scottish Government which were devel-
oped as a climate mitigation strategy and in the attempt to ensure food sus-
tainability in the country. Annex 1 contains the analysis of these documents 
using Carol Bacchi’s feminist framework «What is the problem represented 
to be?» (Policy problems), applying each of the following questions to the 
policy documents:

 – What is the problem represented to be within the policy? Are there 
references to restaurants, gender, gender equality, social inequalities, 
environmental protection, responsibilities for the private sector in 
climate mitigation?

 – What assumptions underlie this representation?
 – In what ways does this representation mask, obscure or silence 

underlying issues, such as institutional discrimination and absence 
of accountability to act?

 – What are the potential effects of this representation?
 – How can this representation be reconceptualised or replaced?

Thirdly, this analysis was combined with data collected from ten semi-struc-
tured face to face interviews, carried out with six male and four female head 
chefs in Glasgow. Glasgow is Scotland’s largest city with a reputation for 
leisure and nightlife with a strong hospitality sector base and a progressive 
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outlook. These factors influenced the selection of Glasgow as a mini-case 
study to explore the issues in focus. During the interviews participants where 
asked open ended questions. This allowed participants to freely express their 
opinions and perspectives. Interviews were carried out at the restaurant in 
which the head chefs were employed and lasted between 20 and 90 min-
utes, depending on participants’ knowledge and interest in the topic of the 
interview. I explained to all participants that I am also a chef. This, I believe, 
resulted in an open and authentic discussion as participants knew they were 
engaging with a person that understood the context.

During the interviews, all chefs were asked questions on sustainability, 
including internal and external drivers influencing their everyday practices in 
kitchens, training of junior staff, personal values regarding sustainability and 
gendered dynamics in kitchens. Interviews were recorded and transcribed in 
full and data was analysed for evidence of the effects (or lack of) on everyday 
practices of head chefs. All of the participants were anonymized and given a 
pseudonym: M-number for male chefs and F-number for female chefs.

Through the coding process, the following key themes were identified: 
perceived frictions between environmental and social responsibilities in the 
restaurant industry; limited «kitchen conscience», with sustainability ranking 
low in perceived responsibility of chefs; normalisation of gendered discrim-
ination and «glass ceiling» in kitchens; social injustice in kitchens. I then 
examined if and how these concerns were represented in Scottish climate 
and food policies.

4. THE POLICY REPRESENTATION OF CLIMATE CHANGE 
MITIGATION AND FOOD SUSTAINABILITY

Drawing on Bacchi’s framework «What is the problem represented to 
be?» (Policy problems), this section analyses the way in which the Scottish 
Government is framing Scotland’s response to the global climate emer-
gency and to what extent this discourse values social and environmental 
inclusiveness.
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4.1 Climate policies

Scotland’s climate policies centre around the problem of climate change as a 
global threat, which the government is tasked to address in order to reach the 
emission targets set out in the 2016 Paris Agreement. The government plans, 
policies and acts for climate mitigation focus and Scotland’s commitments 
to the Paris Climate Agreement, emphasise economic growth alongside the 
necessary low carbon transitions. Analysis of the Scottish Government cli-
mate policies revealed that restaurants remain outside the governing sphere 
of nation-wide climate mitigation policies (Scottish Government, Good food; 
Climate Change (Scotland) Act, 2009). Although the climate policies stress the 
need for Scotland to meet the emissions reduction targets by 2050, no explicit 
accountability is placed on the private sector. Food systems are only discussed 
in the context of sustainable agriculture (i.e. food production). No focus is 
placed upon food consumption and production practices further down the 
food system, including the restaurant industry. In the eyes of the govern-
ment there seems to be no significant correlation between restaurants as food 
consumers and greenhouse gas emissions. Consequently, these policies are 
potentially encouraging a «business as usual» rather than a transformative 
approach, within smaller industries such as hospitality.

Documentary analysis reveals that the term sustainability is often used, 
without being unpacked and critically defined. As a result, they reflect a 
very superficial interpretation of this concept whereby the possible trade-offs 
between current economic growth and socio-environmental pillars of sustain-
ability are not addressed and, even less so, resolved. The impacts of reducing 
carbon emissions on different societal groups are not outlined. On the con-
trary, individual behaviour is discussed and addressed assuming homogeneity, 
without considering how dimensions such as gender, economic status and 
race intersect in enabling or constraining agency of individuals (as well as 
organisations) attempting to reduce emissions.

Waste management, rather than food consumption, is the sector that 
is addressed in more detail. Scotland has ambitious waste reduction targets 
set for 2025, reflected within Scottish Government climate policies. Waste 
management and recycling are seen as priority from business to household 
level. The Scottish Environmental Agency (SEPA) and the Climate Change 
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Act (2009) both focus on waste prevention, recycling, and reduction of pack-
aging as a means to ensure sustainability. This is a key part of climate policy 
measures, and both public and private sectors are legally obliged to recycle 
their plastic, metal, glass and paper, with lack of compliance leading to a 
monetary fine.

Overall, these policies are cherry picking ways in which changes can 
be instrumental in assisting the government to reach their 2025 and 2050 
targets. At the same time, these policies encourage economic growth and 
overlook the fact that social and environmental dimensions may be compro-
mised by maintaining a core focus on growth rather than sustainability. By 
sending the message that economic growth will prosper with a low carbon 
transition, and that a low carbon future is an essential investment that can 
bring future financial opportunities to Scotland, climate change mitigation 
is portrayed as a business opportunity rather than an international response 
to a climate emergency. This «profit from Paris» narrative is not the basis of 
a just transition.

4.2 Government Food Related Policies

The main message of food related policies is that the Scottish food system 
is unsustainable because the country is not self-sufficient. Restaurants and 
food businesses are only discussed in relation to food and health policies 
(Scottish Government, Good Food Consultation; Good Food Measures; Recipe 
for Success). In June 2016, Fergus Ewing MSP and Cabinet Secretary for the 
Environment announced a new food policy aimed at ensuring that «people 
from every walk of life take pride, pleasure and benefit from the food that 
they buy, serve and eat day by day» (Scottish Food Commission 1). Following 
this announcement, a consultation process was initiated by the government. 
In this context, the Scottish Food Commission recommended that:

All food businesses, including restaurants, cafes and other outlets, should 
be licensed in the same way as applies to alcohol and betting. A condition 
of the license […] should be that, food preparation, purchasing and serving 
staff are trained in the impacts of food and health and sustainability matters 
commensurate with their work activity (1).
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The government, however, does not want to extend the policy to «private food 
related businesses» as this would significantly increase their costs and «unfairly 
disadvantage them compared to competitors» (Scottish Government, Climate 
Change Plan 1). By adopting such measures in the public sector the govern-
ment is acknowledging the need for change and for tightening regulation. At 
the same time, by not extending this regulation to the private sector, it has 
openly prioritised economic gains over sustainability concerns within this 
sector. Ironically, in the same year (2018) the Scottish Government published 
the Food Tourism Action Plan, aimed at stimulating £10 billion growth in the 
food industry over 10 years. This initiative is promoted as a way to «capital-
ise on the best of our natural resources» (Scottish Government, Good Food 
Measures 15). This is arguably a missed opportunity for food policy to include 
measures which influence or promote sustainability in restaurants as integral 
to stimulating business, opting instead for an economic growth agenda, blind 
to sustainability practices, to dominate. In the process, the trade-offs between 
economic growth and sustainable food businesses are overlooked. As for the 
climate policies above, the notion of sustainability used does not challenge 
sectors to make difficult choices and does not provide clear guidance on how 
to achieve sustainability. Furthermore, these policies do not address feminist 
concerns and values such as inclusiveness, and agency to make decisions and 
are silent on the relationship between gender and socio-economic inequalities 
despite activity elsewhere by the Scottish Government to promote its «Fair 
Work» agenda, as discussed below.

4.3 The Government Business Pledges

Gender discrimination in the work place still exists and could impact the pro-
ductivity of businesses: this is the message sent by the Scottish Government 
in partnership with businesses through the Scottish Business Pledge (2015), 
and the Fair Work Convention (2015). Occupational segregation in the labour 
market has been acknowledged by the Scottish Government as a policy pri-
ority, as evidenced in various policy statements by the Scottish Government 
and its continued funding of gender equality organisations such as Equate 
Scotland and Close the Gap. These initiatives seek to resolve gendered occu-
pational segregation (horizontal and vertical) within paid employment where 
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women are less present in higher paid senior positions. Furthermore, they 
analyse data on gender equality in the workplace and the right to equal pay 
and campaign for change. Emily Thomson and Naveed Hakeem (6-7) high-
lighted that occupational segregation and the gender pay gap in Scotland’s 
labour markets may be intensified through vulnerable economic activities, 
as a result of the 2007 global financial recession. The restructuring of the 
labour market after the subsequent recession led the Scottish Government 
to attempt to more closely reflect the relationship between economic growth 
and inequalities, with the message to businesses that gender equality and 
maximizing the potential of women in the all areas of the labour market, can 
enhance productivity.

The Scottish Government’s gender pay-gap action plan «A fairer Scotland 
for women» (2019) introduced by the First minister of Scotland Nicola 
Sturgeon, proclaimed her commitment to reducing the gender pay gap in 
the next four years, and sent a message to women in Scotland that «no glass 
ceiling should prevent you from reaching your dreams» (1). In the «Scottish 
Business Pledge, 2015» the Scottish Government calls for businesses to be 
more racially and gender balanced as a way to make businesses more «pro-
ductive». The pledge highlights that many women are working below their 
skill set and that employing more women and utilizing their capabilities can 
only be a positive contribution to businesses (Weaver et al. 6).

Framing gender equality as a support to increased productivity represents 
the problem of gender equality as a business growth problem to be addressed 
and aims to reveal underlying discriminations that Scottish businesses have 
not yet challenged head on. However, without addressing the root causes 
and everyday practices of such discriminations, this framing can silence the 
ways in which the fundamental structure of businesses, specifically profes-
sional kitchens and the restaurant sector, can prevent women, particularly 
those with families from progressing upwards. If many women are working 
below their skill-set, then the organisational structure in which they are being 
squeezed into must be flawed, yet women continue to be presented as having 
untapped economic value, rather than people who have the same right to 
employment and professional progression as men. Of course this representa-
tion of women is a way of speaking the language which appeals to businesses 
and potential employers. By portraying women as having economic value, 
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the business pledge aims to assist women in securing employment. However, 
this «promotion of a business case for equality» (Thompson 128) is risky as 
it leaves gender equality in the hands of the private sector that can decide to 
adhere to this idea on a voluntary basis and only if this is beneficial to them. 
A further risk is that businesses will make room for women in a structure 
that remains flawed, rather than transforming their business structure to 
eliminate institutional discrimination. Flexibility as a key aspect of transfor-
mation within a business structure has been proposed by Emily Thomson and 
Naveed Hakeem (17-18), based on the premise that gender balance within the 
work place can enhance business performance. The implementation of more 
flexible working conditions which are shown to increase the well-being of 
employees, have the potential to attract many women who would otherwise 
face under-employment or are struggling to balance work-family responsi-
bilities (Thomson and Hakeem 2).

5. POLICY ‘PROBLEMS’ IN PRACTICE: SUTAINABILITY AND 
GENDER IN PROFESSIONAL KITCHEN

In this section I examine the extent to which the policy «problems», as repre-
sented in the policy analysis above, are understood and addressed in practice 
by head chefs in professional kitchens. Determining the «conscience» of a 
kitchen is instrumental to understand whether chefs are aware of the social, 
environmental and economic consequences of their actions.

The analysis in this section is based on current practices in professional 
kitchens. The case study findings reveal that many underlying issues constrain 
the necessary inclusion of sustainable values and practises within professional 
kitchens. Furthermore, as chefs operate in a highly masculine environment, 
the gendered culture of kitchens was evident. Gendered assumptions regard-
ing the need to choose between a career or a family were common. Such 
gendered experiences and perceptions are in line with Acker’s («Hierarchies») 
and Steinberg’s analysis of the way in which organisational structures favour 
men and with recent accounts of hierarchies in professional kitchens (Harris 
and Giuffre 27-52).
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5.1 Organisational norms and behaviours

Professional kitchens are a prime example of a working environment that is 
structured in a way in which women (and men) face constraints in securing 
more senior positions whilst raising a family. The Scottish Government calls 
for businesses to be more racially and gender balanced as a way to make 
businesses more productive. The problem is framed simply as needing to 
address women being in positions that are way below their skillset. This 
representation fails to capture the discrimination female chefs in this study 
have experienced in the workplace on a daily basis because of the way busi-
nesses are structured. To illustrate, there are only a few female head chefs 
in Glasgow. While male chefs explain this as women’s inflexibility to fit in 
the industry, they do not consider the possibility that the industry should 
be changing to accommodate women. For M2, women cannot have both a 
senior role and a family, asserting that «it just doesn’t work for them». Mothers 
looking for a family/work life balance could only progress to a senior position 
if they «commit further [than 45 hours a week]». In M1’s kitchen, the only 
female chef is a mother who needs to complete her 36 hours each week over 
three days, in order to balance family life. To M1 this lack of flexibility is a 
«hindrance»:

If there is someone who not necessarily does not want to pull their weight, 
but can’t pull their weight because they have a child and can’t do extra work, 
it means the people around them have to pick up the slack, which is not really 
fair in this industry. In other industries it would be fair, but not in hospitality.

Female chefs who cannot take on extra working hours when needed, he 
continues, create an unfair work balance for other staff members that do. 
Yet, neither M1 nor M2 question the fact that working mothers are asked 
to choose between family life and a successful career in the industry, but 
fathers are not. These male chefs seem to also imply that whilst men are 
in the position to progress and have a family, women (likely to have bigger 
responsibilities in the household) need to choose. As M2 puts it, «women that 
don’t have kids and want to focus on their career, can go to the top!». As a result, 
women maintain a low-status and a lower paid role if they want to have a 
family and stay in the industry.
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Family life is only one reason as to why there are few female head chefs. 
Many women (F4, F1 and F2) emphasized that they had to work twice as 
hard as men to have the same position or gain a promotion. F4 felt awkward 
saying this as she thought the idea could sound a «bit out there». Yet, 3 out 
of 4 female participants felt the same way. Gender seems to be a topic that is 
never discussed within the industry, especially by female chefs, perhaps this 
is because it could be portrayed as a weakness.

Another challenge women face is being taken seriously by junior staff. F2 
mentioned that she is always aware of her gender in the kitchen. In her first 
experience as sous chef (second in command), she found that her assertive-
ness was a problem for the men in the kitchen. On multiple occasions she 
was called a «bitch» and she felt she was taken less seriously than her male 
counterparts. Both F4 and F2 feel the industry is «hard for a woman» and that 
they «need to have a thick skin» if they want to progress. F4 mentioned that 
to be taken seriously and deter unwanted sexist and patronising comments 
from colleagues and the restaurant suppliers, she must communicate sternly 
to the point of coming across as «almost rude». Some female chefs believe 
they are also not taken seriously by suppliers and delivery drivers. F1 and 
F4 recall suppliers entering the kitchen and failing to acknowledge them as 
the head chef, insisting on talking to the male junior chefs instead. Both had 
to persuade the supplier that they were in fact the head chef. On many occa-
sions, F4 was made uncomfortable by a delivery driver asking her to «smile» 
and «cheer up». She further elaborated: «my job is stressful, I am not there to 
smile and welcome people. These comments would never be said to the (male) 
owner». Gendered relations in the kitchen, therefore, could limit professional 
progression and the interactions with male colleagues could become female 
chefs’ «glass ceiling».

Male chefs do not seem to consider gender as an important aspect of their 
job: «I never really think about gender» (M6). When men consider gender, 
they interpret it as a synonym for women, as if men do not have a gender. 
M4’s response to a question on gender dynamics in kitchens, for instance, 
focuses on women: «I think the girls knew what the environment was like 
before they started». M1 aptly summarises these dynamics by explaining that 
racism, misogyny and sexism are present throughout the industry «as it exists 
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throughout all of society». He believes such negative traits are exacerbated 
within kitchens as the anti-social working hours and harsh working envi-
ronments can lead many chefs to live «isolated lives». He adds that «kitchens 
are not exactly hives of progressive thought, they are places of people with very 
isolated lives and ideas».

Furthermore, evidence from interviews underscores the need for policy 
–at governmental and organisational levels – to acknowledge and address 
some of the underlying dynamics of established behaviours that both produce 
further incidences of gendered behaviours and barriers to their resolution. 
Working practices that undermine collective and individual wellbeing con-
tribute to poor working conditions and the ability of managers to engage 
in and promote change (Murray-Gibbons and Chris Gibbons 32-40). Such 
issues can affect a chef’s ability and mind-set, preventing them from prior-
itising sustainability in their work routine. For example, F1, M2, F2, and F4 
emphasised that the physical and mental stress can take its toll on chefs. A 
33-year-old head chef (M2), mentioned that he is tired every day of his life: 
his average workday starts at 9 a.m. and ends at 1am. During this time, he is 
constantly on the move and under pressure. F1 emphasised the mental stress 
she has experienced as a head chef, to the point that she recognised that it was 
«changing her personality» in a negative way. She also witnessed «talented» and 
«creative» chefs «self-medicate» with drugs and alcohol to calm down from 
the «natural adrenaline» and «stress» experienced on a daily basis at work.

Another factor that may affect the wellbeing of the chefs is their income 
and working hours. Only a few chefs (M2, F2 and F3) confirmed their staff 
were being paid more than minimum wage, whilst in all other cases staff were 
on minimum wage. The average working week is 45 hours before overtime. 
F4 said she can work up to 60 hours per week and her job leaves her no 
opportunity for a family-work life balance. These working conditions are 
unsustainable and financially unrewarding for chefs. This reality is over-
looked in policies, which fail to unpack the complexities of an unsustainable 
food system in relation to an unequal society. For the chefs to be a part of the 
change towards sustainable restaurants, their well-being must be as valued 
as the profit they generate.
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5.2 The effects of policy representation in practice

The Scottish Government’s minimising of the leadership role and responsibil-
ities of the private sector in climate change mitigation is also clearly reflected 
in the perceptions and actions of head chefs. For example, the interview 
data shows that head chefs fail to see a direct link between their actions 
and climate change, and in turn, they feel no responsibility to be actively 
sustainable on a professional level. When asked what sustainability meant 
to them, most chefs used buzzwords such as «recycling», «zero waste» and 
«local produce». Given the extent to which chefs are interconnected with 
and reliant on the natural environment, it was surprising that, for example 
M3 found «nothing came to mind» when he thought about sustainability. As 
the head chef of one of the most prestigious restaurants in the city, M3 is in 
the luxurious position of charging his customers a far higher price than the 
average restaurant. With these higher costs to the customer, M3 prioritizes 
quality of products over animal welfare, environmental degradation and the 
local economy. For example, he pointed out that «local» is a grey area for him 
and classified England and continental Europe as buying locally. He wants 
the best quality product and it does not matter where he gets it from «if I 
can get a better chicken from France than up the road, then I am getting it from 
France». Evidently, sustainability does not formulate his standard of a «good 
quality» product. The way M3 classifies «local» reflects a key oversight of the 
Scottish Government policies, which promote a local sustainable food system 
without providing guidance on what sustainable and local are. Under these 
circumstances, «local» will continue to be a «grey area» and chefs’ attempts 
to be sustainable may be counterproductive.

All participants, however, agree that the most important part of their job 
is to make a profit. Therefore, a chef with the best social and environmental 
intentions will always be limited by the budget. Even F1, by far the most envi-
ronmentally aware chef, mentioned that her kitchen is as sustainable «as the 
budget can afford». M6, M5 and M2 emphasised many times that their hands 
were tied as they cannot pass certain costs on to the customers.

A second effect is that restaurants are not yet exploring their potential 
contribution towards a sustainable transition and it does not appear that they 
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will anytime soon. Knowledge and awareness are key factors in driving change 
(Meinzen-Dick et al. 29-25), yet all the chefs interviewed mentioned that they 
do not engage in discussions about environmental issues with junior staff 
members. Even when head chefs make more sustainable choices, these are 
not discussed with junior staff. For example, when M6 replaced cod with hake 
on his menu, he did so because he had read it was unsustainable, however, he 
never discussed the reason with the junior staff. He admitted he could do a 
lot better in communicating and teaching, but the structure and nature of the 
business means that there is always something more «pressing» and that «you 
are just trying to make it through each day without a disaster happening». With 
junior staff not being trained to be environmentally and socially conscious of 
their actions, it raises the question, where are the junior chefs learning about 
their environmental responsibilities and the consequences of their everyday 
practices if not in the work place?

Consequently, the next generation of kitchen leaders are not being 
equipped with ecological literacy and awareness. With little guidance from 
government, chefs are vulnerable to being misinformed regarding climate 
issues. Policy representation plays a role in informing the private sector in 
what problem exists and how they should respond. If this representation 
obscures reality, the response will be ineffective.

Solid waste management represents an exception. Government regulation 
on recycling and waste management have had an impact on chefs. All chefs 
confirmed they recycle and comply with regulations, even though they per-
ceive them as a burden. All participants mentioned the recycling protocols in 
place as the only influence at government and council level, they are aware of, 
in terms of enforcing the implementation of sustainable practices. This shows 
that regulation can influence the industry and promote positive behaviour 
changes. Recycling is, however, a tiny contribution towards a global problem 
and has the potential to create the illusion that we can generate as much waste 
as we desire because we have recycling facilities in place.
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this article, I have analysed the gap between discursive ambitions of 
Scottish food and climate policies and the reality of the restaurant industry. 
The combination of professional practice, personal experience and policy 
analysis make an original contribution to the literature, with the additional 
perspective of a feminist analysis. This article has revealed through a feminist 
lens that policies put in place to steer Scotland on a path of sustainability 
and a low carbon transition have promoted the idea that these goals will be 
achieved alongside economic growth. This representation silences the multi-
ple ways in which social and environmental dimensions may be compromised 
in the process. Similarly, government policies do not directly call upon the 
private sector to contribute significantly towards a sustainable low carbon 
transition. Climate policies do not focus on food consumption, thus also 
silencing the correlation between restaurants and greenhouse gas emissions. 
Furthermore, food policies that are mostly concerned with promoting the 
Scottish food industry, often overlook sustainability practices in restaurants 
and the wider hospitality industry. Overall, the way in which the Scottish 
Government is framing Scotland’s response to the global climate emergency 
and food governance does not mainstream how gender, economic status and 
race intersect in enabling or constraining agency of individuals and busi-
nesses attempting to reduce emissions. By silencing gendered discriminations, 
potential approaches to improve social and environmental sustainability are 
also obscured.

The case of head chefs in professional kitchens illustrates how policies 
promote economic growth over social and environmental sustainability. 
Professional kitchens are still male dominated and characterized by an adren-
aline fuelled, aggressive and sexualized environment, as identified by Murray-
Gibbons and Chris Gibbons (32-40). The gendered dynamics in professional 
kitchens resemble in many ways those described by Kronsell («Methods» 
108-128) in her study on the Swedish Armed Forces. In both sectors women 
face a predominantly masculine environment, in which they feel they are 
treated differently. A further contribution of the research in this article is that 
it reveals that women chefs must work harder to gain their position or to be 
respected by their male colleagues. Furthermore, in both cases gender is not 
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perceived as an issue by men, whose masculinity is implicitly seen as «the 
norm». Women, on the contrary, live the consequences and struggles of their 
associated femininity and the gendered structures of their professional and 
private lives. From an ecofeminist perspective, which places gender in relation 
to environmental sustainability, the fact that kitchens are dominated by patri-
archal norms and capitalistic logics has important implications. The silencing 
of gendered discriminations and lack of convincing attempts towards trans-
forming unsustainable nature-society relations mirror the commodification 
of nature described by Ruether in 1975 and Merchant in 1980. It also raises 
a question for future research as to how much progress there has been over 
forty years on from their observations.

The Scottish Government Business Pledge is an important significant 
attempt to address the issues women face in professional environments. 
However, it fails to identify and address the structural barriers within busi-
nesses that cause women to work below their skill-set. As argued by Kendrigan, 
«while treating women the same as men would provide a significant improve-
ment in the lives of many women, treating men and women the same will not 
solve the problems of institutional discrimination» (221). In practice, this 
means that ensuring that female chefs have the same employment oppor-
tunity as male chefs might entail treating them differently (McPhail 39-61; 
Kendrigan 221) to avoid institutional discrimination from impacting their 
right to work. Different needs may require different treatment in order to give 
someone an equal opportunity, which is far more complicated than treating 
everyone the same (Bagilhole 144-147). It is the need for transformations 
within unequal systems that policies should be addressing, rather than a 
passive approach which leaves room for business as usual. This resonates 
with Acker’s argument that breaking the glass ceiling will require a profound 
transformation of organisational and economical structures that foster ine-
qualities in the first place («Glass ceiling» 199-217).

In conclusion, in order to produce more transformative and socially equi-
table outcomes, as Bacchi has consistently argued (Practice; Policy problems; 
WTP) policy analysis requires to be informed by evidence and understanding 
of the gendered differences that shape experiences of public policy decisions. 
That means when examining what a problem is represented to be, the analysis 
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needs to consider gendered social, economic, and political dimensions, rather 
than assume a gender neutral reality. Furthermore, integrating an intersec-
tional perspective into policy making processes will contribute to achieve 
this goal. An intersectional lens, in the context of sustainability and gender, 
can highlight the limitations and advantages individuals and groups have 
towards being sustainable, in direct relation to the socio-economic, power 
and gendered structures within which they are situated.

In the future, a sustainable restaurant industry would be one which 
refrains from solely prioritising economic gains over their corporate respon-
sibility to ensure environmental stewardship and gender equality. If sustaina-
bility entails contributing towards environmental targets within a just society, 
it cannot be manipulated into an economic strategy that perpetuates current 
growth patterns. In considering the restaurant industry, this means that a real 
sustainability agenda would need to place value on the wellbeing of chefs as 
well as to address the business pressures, for chefs to buy fully into sustain-
ability as a set of working and productive practices.

To conclude, this article has spotlighted several issues of relevance for 
future research to explore further. This includes examinations of engagement 
with sustainability through continuous professional learning and knowl-
edge sharing, trade-offs between economic drivers, environmental values and 
social inequalities in professional kitchens, and barriers and opportunities to 
establish socially and environmentally just professional kitchen.



Adele Wylie

Climate conscious professional kitchens? Analysing the Scottish food sector through a 
feminist lens

118

Feminismo/s 35, junio 2020, pp. 95-125

ANNEX 1. POLICY ANALYSIS

Climate Policies Analysis

1. Scottish Government 
Climate Change Plan. The 
Third Report on Proposals 
and Policies 2018-2032.

2. Climate change 
(Scotland) Act, 2009.

3. SEPA, Waste (Scotland) 
Regulations 2012 – 
Guidance for Restaurants & 
Bars, 2012.

What the problem is represented to be: 

 – Climate change is a global threat and Scotland must play its 
part in reaching the emission reduction 2050 targets set out in 
the Paris Agreement.

Assumptions: 

 – A low carbon future is an essential investment which can 
bring future financial and social opportunities to Scotland. 

 – Economic growth must coexist and prosper with low carbon 
transitions. 

 – No trade-offs required between the different dimensions of 
sustainability (social, environmental and economic).

Effects: 

 – Economic gains, encourages business as usual attitude. 
 – Society and economy are seen as a homogenous whole. 

Behaviour is discussed and addressed assuming homogeneity, 
with no reference to how gender, economic status, race 
intersect in enabling or constraining agency of individuals and 
organisations attempting to reduce emissions. 

 – Emphasis on waste management and recycling.
 – Can deflect sustainability responsibilities as businesses are not 

held accountable for actions. 

Silences: 

 – Gender blind/race/class blind.
 – Trade-offs of low-carbon transitions and vulnerability of 

marginalised groups.
 – Inequalities.
 – Failure to acknowledge the explicit roles and responsibilities 

of individuals and the private sector. 
 – Accountability for emissions and what behaviours need to 

change.

Disrupted/contested/contradictions/reconceptualization

 – The international response to a climate emergency as 
something to profit from. Without profit would there be no 
action?

 – Who is really benefitting from this ‘just’ transition? 
 – Concretely, what does the behaviour change entail and for 

whom?
 – Why is the private sector remaining neutral in this? To remain 

a stabile contributor to the economy? 
 – «Profit from Paris»



Adele Wylie

Climate conscious professional kitchens? Analysing the Scottish food sector through a 
feminist lens

119

Feminismo/s 35, junio 2020, pp. 95-125

Food Policies Analysis

1. Scottish Government. 
Recipe for Success: 
Scotland’s National Food & 
Drink Policy Becoming a 
Good Food Nation.

2. Scottish Food 
Commission. 
Recommendations from the 
Scottish Food Commission 
for the implementation of, 
and content for, the Scottish 
Good Food Nation Bill.

3. Scottish Government. 
Good Food Nation 
proposals for legislation: 
analysis of consultation 
responses.

4. Scottish Government. 
Good Food Nation 
Programme of Measures, 
September 2018:

5. Scottish Tourism 
Alliance. Food Tourism 
Action Plan, 2019.

6: Scottish Government.
Recipe for Success 
–Scotland’s National Food 
and Drink Policy. 

What the problem is represented to be:
 – The Scottish food system is unsustainable and the country is 

not self-sufficient.

Assumptions: 
 – We should adopt a more local approach to fix this.
 – Inequalities would not exist within a more localised food 

system.
 – Micro food producers could cope with the increasing demand 

in a sustainable way. 
 – Access to food, affordability and eating habits will change 

through the adoption of a «buy local approach».

Effects: 
 – Does not unpack the complexities of an unsustainable food 

system and unequal society. 
 – The responsibility of change is put on the public sector which 

deflects it away from individuals and the private sector. Non-
sustainable method. 

Silences: 
 – Gender blind regarding social and institutional gender 

discrimination.
 – Uncritical approach to sustainability with no mention of 

potential trade-offs between dimensions of sustainability.

Disrupted/contested/contradictions/reconceptualization
 – Buying local could be more expensive than purchasing lower 

quality produce in the supermarkets. 
 – A transition to local buyers/growers considers environmental 

benefits but what about increased emissions through 
transportation and agriculture?

 – Who determines what is local and what is good?
 – Promotes the living wage as a method to aid access to good 

food.
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Business report/pledge Analysis

 1. Scottish Business 
Pledge, 2019. The Scottish 
Government in partnership 
with businesses.

 2. Tackling Occupational 
Segregation in Scotland: A 
report of activities from the 
Scottish Government Cross-
Directorate Occupational 
Segregation Working Group 

What the problem is represented to be:

 – Institutional discrimination in the work place still exist today 
and it could be impacting the productivity of businesses. 

Assumptions: 
 – Businesses which are equal, fair and socially sustainable can be 

far more productive.
 – «Woman are working below their skill level». Therefore, 

businesses are encouraged to employ more women and utilise 
their capabilities.

 – That productivity of a business is more important than 
eradicating underlying discrimination. 

Effects: 
 – Promotes the living wage and highlights the importance of 

reducing gender pay-gap and job flexibility.
 – Highlights the gendered segregation in employment positions 

referring to feminist concepts such as the «glass ceiling» and 
«sticky floor» effects which prevent women from reaching 
higher status and higher paid positions

 – Gender pay gap
 – The business pledge provides examples of how a business can 

be socially, economically and environmentally sustainable.

Silences: 
 – The underlying discrimination which allows for women to 

work below their skillset.
 – Organisations and institutions are structured in a way which 

allows for inequalities to reproduce.
 – Women are made to feel different as a minority in a 

predominantly male environment.

Disrupted/contested/contradictions/reconceptualization
 – Many women today are working below their skillset as 

business structures are free to discriminate. 
 – Women are portrayed as having untapped economic value 

rather than human beings who have the right to work and 
provide for their families.
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