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Abstract

Women’s participation in construction, wood and forestry has historically been low, and
it remains a highly gender segregated industry. There has, nevertheless, been a slight
upward trend in women’s participation in the labour market and an increase in women’s
participatory structures within national and EU sectoral union organisations. The article
assesses barriers and opportunities to the integration of women and aims to identify what
unions might do to address these. Drawing on a survey of its members by the European
Federation of Building and Woodworkers (EFBWW) on sector-specific solutions and
obstacles to increasing women participation and addressing gender inequalities in the
industry, the analysis reveals that measures are largely confined to top-down rule-based
implementation. This includes relevant provisions in national legislation, aligning with
European Union (EU) law and priorities, and improved upon by collective bargaining
agreements, such as work-life balance and prevention of harassment at work. The article
concludes that greater integration of women’s networks and participatory bodies into
union activities and structures opens up opportunities for women to be more effectively
included in social dialogue processes and for improving the accountability of union or-
ganisations. By establishing links with women working in the industry, this would facilitate
a bottom-up approach.
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Introduction

Most future-oriented occupations, many of which are construction- and wood-related, are
male-dominated, with an ageing workforce, giving impetus to the need for gender equality
(EC, 2025). There are no other industries where the participation of women is as low and
that are as gender segregated as construction, wood and forestry (ECSO, 2020). In the
context of structural labour shortages, with construction occupations particularly affected,
addressing this gender imbalance has become ever more relevant (European Labour
Authority, 2022). The urgent need for technical and specialist knowledge for the green
transition to zero energy building calls for greater inclusivity, especially considering
women’s generally higher educational achievements and greater presence in
sustainability-oriented courses (Clarke et al., 2019).

Gender equality in the construction, wood, and forestry industries has been on the
agendas of policy makers and sectoral social partners for a long time, and the barriers to
the entry, retention, and career progression of women are well known (Schiano-Phan et al.,
2023). Construction unions at European, national and local levels have made significant
attempts to improve gender representation, both within their own structures and through
different initiatives (ETUI, 2021; Women can Build, 2020). However, women’s partic-
ipation in these industries remains persistently low though it has risen slightly over the last
20 years both quantitively and qualitatively and there has been a noteworthy increase in
women’s participatory structures within national and EU sectoral union organisations.

Our aim is to identify what issues are promoted by unions to tackle gender inequality in
the construction, wood, and forestry industries in different European countries and what
impact this has had. This confronts the question of whether there are limitations in union
approaches to gender equality and, if so, how these might be improved. The analysis
reveals that initiatives and policies reported by unions consist largely of top-down rule-
based measures and implementation to address gender imbalance, driven by EU-level
priorities and collective bargaining agreements on, for instance, work-life balance and
harassment at work. We argue that emerging women’s participatory structures have been
insufficiently integrated into union activities and social dialogue processes, constraining
their ability to effectively influence decision-making and expand women’s agency.

The study draws on a survey designed in 2021 by the European Federation of Building
and Woodworkers (EFBWW), covering the construction, wood, forestry and allied in-
dustries and trades, representing 77 affiliated unions in 36 countries and 1.5 million
members, and a member organisation of the European Trade Union Confederation
(ETUC). The survey was sent out to its national union affiliates, inquiring how gender
equality has been addressed, and is in itself indicative of union approaches to improving
gender inequality. The analysis of the survey findings is compared with the findings of a
similar survey carried out 20 years ago by the European sectoral social partners, the
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EFBWW and its employer counterpart, FIEC (European Construction Industry Federa-
tion) (Clarke et al., 2005), introducing a longitudinal aspect.

The article begins by outlining the general approach to and constraints on union
approaches to gender equality before seeking to establish the extent of gender segregation
in the construction, wood and forestry industries, highlighting shortcomings in available
statistics. Literature on gender equality in male-dominated industries is then reviewed,
followed by the methodology. The survey findings are analysed to identify the measures
construction unions across Europe promote to address gender imbalance and their
limitations, as well as to provide insight into the nature and extent of dedicated women’s
representation within the EFBWW and its affiliate unions. These findings are then
evaluated in light of previous studies, including the 2005 survey, and of initiatives,
activities, and women’s organisations and networks in the sector. Reflecting on the re-
lationship between these measures and the role of women’s representative structures
within unions, the article argues that top-down solutions driven by legal impetus need to
be complemented by the integration of women’s participatory structures into union ac-
tivities and the social dialogue process in order to strengthen their agency.

Union approaches to gender equality in construction, wood and
forestry in Europe

It is important to distinguish between the substantive content of unions’ gender equality
policies and demands, their subsequent effectiveness in terms of women labour market
participation, and their inception and adoption as official policies and demands by the
union as an organisation.

The activities of union organisations, such as the EFBWW, are characterised by a
degree of institutionalisation, which means that their conception of regulation and their
policies and demands are influenced by the European Union (EU) institutional context
within which they operate (Hyman, 2005). Gender equality in the construction, wood and
forestry industries is directly relevant to several strands of the current global and European
policy agenda. For instance, the EU Gender Equality Strategy, updated in 2020 (European
Commission, 2020), prioritises challenging gender stereotypes in society and supporting
diversity in the workplace and the implementation of EU-rules on equal pay and work-life
balance, and combats gender-based violence and harassment. This strategy argues in
favour of gender mainstreaming and builds on existing EU legislation on equal pay,
parental leave, Occupational Safety and Health (OSH), including of pregnant workers,
part-time work and work-life balance for parents and carers. In an example of gender
mainstreaming, the EU has increasingly linked the question of gender equality to the
transition to a low-carbon society, including initiatives specific to the construction in-
dustry such as the Build-up Skills initiative.'

At an organisational level, the relevance and legitimacy of union gender equality
policies and demands often rely on either representative or participative democratic
processes, the former designed to enhance the presence of women in the organisation’s
decision-making bodies and among elected officials, the latter consisting in the creation of
separate structures for women within the organisation. The two processes are connected to
some extent, as, without adequate resources and institutional mechanisms, there are no
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guarantees that participative processes can produce effect on the organisation’s decision-
making (Young, 1990) and run the risk of being purely tokenistic. As such, analysing the
role of women’s structures within the union requires to go into the details of how these
structures are set up and connected to the union’s decision-making procedures (Wright
et al., 2023a).

Measuring the presence of women in construction, wood
and forestry

Whilst this provides a general context for union approaches to gender equality, the specific
context and the obstacles confronting women’s participation in the construction, wood,
and forestry industries are in many respects unique. There are no other industries in
Europe with participation rates of women as low, or levels of gender segregation as
pronounced (ECSO, 2020).

Analysing the actual composition of the workforce across European countries is
however challenging owing to variations in industry classifications across studies and
national statistical systems. What is evident is that there has been a very modest increase in
women’s participation in the construction sector over the past two decades. A
2020 European Construction Sector Observatory analysis indicates that women represent
10% of the total workforce, ranging from 16.4% in Luxembourg to 5.2% in Ireland, an
increase on 2010, which saw an average total of 9.6% across EU countries plus the UK
(ECSO, 2020). More recent Eurostat data extracted from the Labour Force Survey (LFS)
(Eurostat, 2023) appear to support this upward trend, despite definitional uncertainties,
recording a rise from 9.6% in 2017 to 11.4% in 2022 in the EU-27 countries plus Norway
and Switzerland.?

These country averages obscure variations across occupations, as they include pro-
fessionals, people working on site and those in administrative roles. There has been an
increase in the professions, with women representing, for instance, 46% of architects in
Europe in 2022 compared to 36% in 2012 (ACE, 2023), whilst women represent only 2%
of construction workers (CEDEFOP, 2023). Among construction operatives, the pro-
portion of women remains consistently extremely low, at around 1.7% of construction
tradespeople in the UK in 2023 (Construction News, 2023). Gender segregation also
exists in growing sectors linked to the green transition, including the renewable energy
sector, with women representing 35% of the workforce across the European Union, but
performing primarily administrative and non-technical roles (EIGE, 2016). Key roles in
the energy industry, such as metal workers, electricians, heating and cooling experts,
insulation specialists, plumbers, are, however, overwhelmingly performed by male
workers (Clancy and Feenstra, 2019).

Beyond construction statistics, distinguishing between industries and sectors can be
difficult as available data recording gender distribution generally offer aggregated figures
for manufacturing and group forestry with agriculture and fishing. Nevertheless, the
difference in gender participation appears less stark in the agriculture, forestry and fishing
industries with the participation of women reaching 31.3% in comparison to the con-
struction industry (11.4%).> However, these figures obscure both the discrepancies be-
tween the different sectors within the industry and lack of data for many sectors. For
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instance, Eurostat data extracted from the LFS (Eurostat, 2023) record an average of
14.6% of women across the EU-27 in 2022 in Forestry, logging and related service
activities, but national data are scarce and come with a low reliability warning.

This variability and the difficulties to disentangle where women’s participation in the
industries occurs mean that for construction social partners to set targets for its increase is
problematic. Beyond statistics, however, it is important to qualitatively understand the
reasons for the extremely low participation of women in these industries, a subject that
academic literature has examined extensively.

Addressing gender imbalances and segregation in
male-dominated industries

Often overlooked, but an essential aspect for the effectiveness of any equality initiative, is
the importance of addressing structural labour market barriers frequently connected to
the fragmented nature of employment in these industries. The extensive use of sub-
contracting, inadequate procurement processes, the prevalence of self-employment and
temporary agency work, constitute obstacles to the implementation and monitoring of
equality initiatives and act as impediments to the participation of women (Clarke et al.,
2015), not least in restricting entry and failing to provide secure employment. An im-
portant driver of change remains in principle the possibility to leverage influence and
propagate good practices throughout the supply chain, predominantly via procurement
procedures that include equality requirements mandated through contract compliance
(Wright et al., 2023b).

Long working hours, changing site locations with little notice for site-based staff,
potentially involving travelling long distances and even time away from home, char-
acterise many occupations in these sectors. Such working conditions make balancing
personal life and work an issue, even more so for women. Though this is by no means
specific to the construction, wood and forestry industries, the long-standing male pre-
dominance renders these challenges more acute. The often-high expectations in terms of
availability and commitment explain the low uptake of work-life balance arrangements,
such as part-time, flexible working time or family-related leave (Barnard et al., 2010). The
effectiveness of these in the long-term has however been questioned (e.g. Lewis and
Humbert, 2010), as they are associated with diminished career opportunities, deteriorated
working conditions, and lower pay (Maestripieri, 2023).

Nevertheless, even where these structural obstacles are weak or non-existent, there are
other well-established barriers to the participation of women in construction, wood and
forestry industries. Traditional stereotypes and sexist attitudes persist in these industries,
whose work is often regarded as ‘male work’, unsuitable for women, seen as not pos-
sessing the innate abilities or strength required (Agapiou, 2002). The entrenched nature of
these stereotypes and attitudes partly explains the industry’s long resistance to change.
This affects entire careers, from training and education to recruitment, retention and career
progression, as well as working conditions and OSH.

The frequent lack of formalised recruitment procedures and inappropriate selection
criteria are often identified as a barrier to the entry of women (Bridges et al., 2020).
Indeed, informal recruitment based on word of mouth and existing social networks tend to
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favour the recruitment of ‘likes’, with men more likely to recruit other men, women being
more present where proactive measures are implemented with formal qualifications a
prerequisite to recruitment (Byrne et al., 2005). These barriers, however, also affect
retainment and career progression (Dainty and Lindgard, 2006). Indeed, the industry is
characterised both by horizontal segregation, between occupations, with a higher pro-
portion of women in administrative, clerical and professional occupations, and vertical
segregation in terms of their presence in leadership positions (French and Strachan, 2015).
A lack of formal development procedures, the prevalence of informal networks, pref-
erences for male employees (Fielden et al., 2000), as well as ‘protective attitudes’,
whereby female workers are assigned tasks deemed more appropriate to their gender, can
undermine women workers’ opportunities to learn and threaten their job security and
possibilities for career progression (Taylor et al., 2015).

Prior to employment, access to vocational education and training (VET) remains an
issue. In Europe, approaches to VET in construction vary widely from being managed
collectively by the state or social partners to employer-based training. Each approach has
an impact on the entry of women, first into VET programmes, and second into the industry,
whether before, after or while completing their studies. Formal VET in college settings is
far more accessible to women compared to employer-based training, including ap-
prenticeships, since this must be inclusive, though difficulties then arise in incorporating
work-based elements and transitioning from education to employment. As women often
rely on formal qualifications for entry into the industry, developing practices of re-
cruitment directly from vocational colleges instead of relying on agencies, especially on
large sites, would favour greater female participation (Byrne et al., 2005).

Finally, these industries are characterised by a comparatively high level of OSH risks,
higher in general but also especially for women (Curtis et al., 2018). Studies have found
that women are subjected to higher levels of occupational stress (psychosocial risks) and
injuries (physical risks) (Curtis et al., 2018; Sang and Powell, 2013: 163). Stress factors
specific to women can include slower career advancement (Rosa et al., 2017), gender bias
and discrimination (Martin and Barnard, 2013), with women’s professional capability
being systematically scrutinised and questioned where male capability is often taken for
granted (Galea et al., 2018). Women also face more practical issues, including lack of
access to properly fitting personal protective equipment (PPE) (Curtis et al., 2018).
Violence and harassment, especially sexual harassment in highly masculine working
environments, can also be more severe and serve to maintain male domination (Wright,
2013).

These interconnected impacts include ‘external’ ones, especially the aftractiveness of
the industries and subsequent difficulties to recruit new entrants, both women and young
people (Dainty et al., 2000; Fielden et al., 2000; Galea et al., 2018), which represent a
particular challenge in the face of labour and skill shortages (European Labour Authority,
2022). They highlight the importance of adopting a holistic approach to gender equality.

Formal equality policies are relatively common, though possibly restricted to large
companies, but these only have limited impact on women’s participation if the focus is not
placed on adequate enforcement (Sang and Powell, 2013: 163) and implementation is
tokenistic (Ness, 2012), not monitored or regularly revised and adapted (Galea et al.,
2015). Additionally, long-standing male domination within a particular industry shapes
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organisational structures and practices, thereby allowing gender discrimination to thrive.
Calling for industry-specific feminist approaches to research, complementing economic
and number-driven studies (Dainty and Lindgard, 2006), scholars have shown how
informal rules governing organisations are gendered and shape the implementation of
formal rules.

Furthermore, previous studies show the importance of enhancing women’s agency,
with mentoring and role models proven beneficial for the integration of women (Clarke
et al., 2015), and the existence of women’s networks and mentors being associated with
higher levels of job satisfaction and better retention (Francis, 2015). Nevertheless,
commitment by a wider range of actors, such as government authorities, employers,
unions, and female workers, including through their representatives, is also critical. The
insufficiency of the business case for gender equality means that legal impetus, leadership,
strategic planning, monitoring of implementation, and pressure from civil society, unions,
and female workers through their representatives are also essential (Wright and Conley,
2020).

Such a complex array of obstacles presents unions with issues that are perhaps beyond
established equality policies to address. Though many, such as poor employment and
working conditions, are shared by the male workforce, and hence part of unions’ general
policies and demands, others, such as informal rules, difficulties in entering the sector,
setbacks in career progression through maternity, and lack of appropriate PPE, are not.
They require above all to be challenged both from above, that is top-down, and from
below, bottom-up, which itself requires significant involvement of women, who directly
experience such issues, in union activities and structures.

Methodology

As a main data source, the study relies on a survey questionnaire drafted by the EFBWW
women’s network in 2020-21 and sent out to all 77 EFBWW national affiliates present in
36 countries. It is thus important to note that the survey was not conducted for academic
research, and the authors were not involved in its design or administration. While perhaps
a limitation of this article, this does make the survey at the same time a valuable source of
evidence in its own right, offering insight into the issues that unions themselves prioritise
when it comes to the inclusion of women.

The survey generated 25 responses from unions in 19 European countries.* While the
sectoral coverage of the EFBWW is wide, this may not be the case for affiliates, which
may represent one or many more industries, or certain very specific occupations, such as
painters to give but one example, depending on the specificities of national union systems.
The survey begins by asking general questions on the number of union members and the
presence of women among them, the existence of women’s participatory structures, and
the specific concerns that should be addressed in the relevant industries. It proceeds to
inquire about details of specific measures tackling women’s needs in the relevant in-
dustries, particularly concerning health and safety prevention and working arrangements,
asking respondents to specify whether these come from the law or collective bargaining
agreements (CBAs). It further focusses on CBAs, prompting the respondents to mention
specific clauses related to women or equal opportunities, including good practices on
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work-life balance or any other that are specifically helpful to women. The final section
addresses harassment and violence in the workplace, querying respondents as to whether
women associated with their union experience harassment and what measures are in place
to prevent it, including in CBAs, as well as the status of implementation of the EU
Framework on harassment and violence at work.

The survey responses were anonymised, with participants identified by their union
organisation, and organised into a single dataset comprising quantitative information
(mainly number of union members and the proportion of women among them, see table 2
below) and qualitative information (responses to open-ended survey questions, and in-
formation about respondents). A representative of the EFBWW, members of the EFBWW
women’s network and respondents from specific countries were contacted to dig deeper
into interesting results, with two additional rounds of feedback collected from Austria,
Belgium, Croatia, Finland, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and
Switzerland and included in the dataset, along with the terms of reference of the EFBWW
women’s network as updated in 2024.

Given the comparatively small number of responses and the limited repetition in terms
of country and sector, quantitative conclusions were not drawn based on these variables.
Instead, the analysis focussed on the qualitative part of the dataset, the approach broadly
defined as thematic analysis, identifying key themes and sub-themes through an iterative
process (Clark et al., 2021). This was carried out with the assistance of Nvivo and coded
along two dimensions: actions and themes (Table 1).

The analysis of the dataset is complemented by the collection of statistical data and a
review of the relevant literature, largely focussing on Europe but also drawing on literature
from further afield.

Adding a longitudinal dimension, the findings of the current survey are compared to the
findings drawn out of another EFBWW survey carried out 20 years ago (Clarke et al.,
2005). The two surveys are similar in their aim, as they investigate the presence of women
in the relevant industries, including CBAs and practices that participate to their inte-
gration. However, they do vary in terms of respondents and scope. The previous
questionnaire was sent out in 2003 to 50 EFBWW affiliates and 25 eastern European

Table 1. Coding framework.

Codes Number of references
Actions Collective bargaining 54

Monitoring 4

Campaigning 2

Networking |

Other 6
Themes Work Life Balance 35

OSH 24

Equality 9

Training |

Other |
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affiliates, as the survey took place prior to the EU enlargement process of 2004 onwards
and generated 21 responses. The overlap between the two surveys covers 10 countries,’
but only four individual unions responded to both surveys. In 2005, employer organi-
sations also took part in the survey with the collaboration of FIEC, which distributed the
questionnaire to 21 members of FIEC’s Vocational Training Working Group and gen-
erated 12 responses. Finally, in terms of sectoral scope, the 2005 survey focussed on
construction and did not include the forestry and wood industries.

Union measures to address industry gender imbalances

The findings are organised in order of prevalence among the survey responses, from most
common to least. They do not represent an exhaustive account of the legal or collectively
bargained rules applicable in any given country, but simply the accounts of the re-
spondents to the survey.

Improving working conditions — Focus on work-life balance

The 2005 study highlighted a very restrictive understanding of equality, with the most
common measures cited as benefitting the inclusion of women in the industry being CBA
clauses on maternity leave and maternity pay. Whereas no specific clauses relating to
working time were found in 2005, work-life balance measures, either as a result of national
legislation or CBAs, are by far the most common measure described by respondents to this
new iteration of the survey. They address several issues beyond maternity leave and pay,
though still focussing mostly on family-related duties.

In terms of maternity leave, responses from Italy and Switzerland call for an increase in
legally mandated maternity leave allowance and, from Finland, Belgium, Switzerland, for
an increase in length through CBAs. Whilst CBAs foresee paid leave for breastfeeding, for
instance, in the Netherlands, generally for an hour per day as in Norway, periods of leave
can alternatively be accumulated as in Spain.

At the time of the survey, only four respondents reported provisions on paternity leave
of varying lengths, ranging from 6 days in Finland to 10 in Belgium and Italy. Such
provisions are likely to be much more common due to the transposition of the 2019 EU
directive on work-life balance.

Care-related leave includes parental leave and for respondents encompassed: extended
duration for parental leave and increase of the allowance paid during periods of leave in
Italy, including increased allowance for men to encourage uptake among fathers; paid
leave for family or care-related obligations in Croatia and Spain, including — in Norway,
France, and Finland — leave to take care of a sick child or attend children’s medical
appointments; additional annual leave for parents of young children in Croatia and Latvia;
employers’ contribution to childcare or obligation to facilitate childcare on work premises
in the Netherlands; and crediting of childcare and care-related absences, or part of it in
Switzerland, for some in Finland and Italy, or for all entitlements related to length of
service in Austria.

Flexible working includes arrangements to work from home in the Netherlands and
Lithuania and the right to flexible working time in France, Norway, Austria, and Lithuania.
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Right to flexible working time is established through setting up time banks in Germany or
shorter working days in Finland. In Austria, Slovakia, Switzerland, and Spain it can be
requested for care obligations, including for childcare, or can be an entitlement to re-
versible part-time for up to one year (on request) for female workers returning from
maternity leave. In the case of shift work, there exists an important obligation in Finland
for employers to hear workers first to know who has the possibility to do specific shifts.

Flexible working time arrangements in these instances are seen as beneficial to
women’s participation, though this is not necessarily the case in relation to part-time work
as evident from a Swedish case revealed in the post-survey feedback. The CBA negotiated
in 2017 by Madlareforbundet, the Swedish Painters’ Union, foresees a 40-hour working
week and excludes part-time work or other similar forms of employment. This provision is
considered one of their most important to maintain, as members are attached to the benefits
of full-time work. In their experience, women are increasingly interested in entering the
painting sector later in life by retraining in vocational schools for adults, with many
coming from more traditional women’s occupations such as healthcare. The painting
profession is attractive because of the terms of employment, not only higher pay but the
economic stability associated with full-time work. Normal working hours are between
7am and 4pm, the hours when childcare is most easily available. The commitment not to
resort to flexible or part-time working hours, combined with a strong social welfare and
childcare system, is in line with giving members full payment, predictable working hours,
equal pay, and later in life also better and more equal pensions.

Although this contrasts with other survey responses, such developments are not
surprising given the declining rate of part-time employment across Europe, the rarity of
part-time employment in the construction sector, and the increasing rate of involuntary
part-time employment (Eurostat 2025; Maestripieri 2023).

A lack of a career perspective

All the responses save one on training concern women in work and do not address issues
around recruitment and career progression, which are crucial to women’s participation in
the industry. On VET, the CBA for the building sector in Italy, requiring the bilateral
system (Formedil and Building schools) to formulate specific training programmes to
increase sectoral female employment, constitutes the only example. The absence of
reference to specific training programmes in the surveys does not necessarily mean that
these programmes do not exist. Indeed, in 2005, it was noted that many EU-funded
projects, often involving social partners and concerned with encouraging women to join
the industry and retaining those already present, including through training programmes,
were noticeably absent from the survey responses (Clarke et al., 2005). These projects are
often local, perhaps explaining their absence from respondents’ answers. A recent ex-
ample of a similar EU-funded training programme called Women can build (2020), which
took place between September 2017 to August 2020 in Spain, Italy, Portugal, Germany
and France and involved social partners in some way, is never mentioned in the later
survey, pointing to a similar disconnection between local practices and the activities of
union officials at a national and European level.
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Emergence of a gendered approach to occupational safety
and health

Four specific recurring themes emerge from the 2021 survey results, marking an important
change compared to 2005 where OSH was not addressed through a gendered lens. The
first theme relates to the need to provide separate changing rooms and washrooms, and is
mentioned by five participants respectively from Spain, Italy, Finland, Norway and
Sweden, corresponding to a demand rather than existing rules or widespread practices.
Accounts from Spain and Latvia mention the provision of adequate work uniforms for
everyone, though the latter only reports on industry practice, not existing CBAs. Un-
surprisingly, protection of pregnancy — a heavily regulated area — features highly on the
OSH agenda with five accounts from Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, Finland, and Swit-
zerland, including regarding implementation of prevention of risk to pregnancy, paid leave
to attend pregnancy-related medical appointments, right to refuse overtime and obtain
extra-breaks, and exclusion from carrying out certain tasks.

Finally, the prevention of sexual harassment appears in seven accounts respectively
from the UK, Italy, Croatia, Austria, Finland, Sweden and Switzerland, including on the
implementation of a zero-tolerance policy, training of shop stewards, support for lodging
grievances, procedures for dealing with complaints in the workplace, provision of aid for
legal and psychological counselling and awareness raising campaigns. Interestingly, the
survey indicates a very low rate of implementation of the Framework agreement on
harassment and violence at work negotiated by the European social partners (ETUC,
2007), with only the Italian union representatives providing concrete examples of im-
plementation in CBAs at regional level.

Extent and nature of women’s representation

Women’s union membership

In terms of the number of women members, figures provided by respondents vary in terms
of sector according to the organisations’ scope of representation, covering all three in-
dustries, exclusively construction, certain occupations such as painters, combining them
in different ways, and including sectors outside of the EFBWW coverage. As a result, the
figures for women members in the unions responding varied very greatly, from 28% of
those members working in the construction and wood industries in Hungary to 0.6% in
Italy. Similar variations are found in terms of women members in construction specific
union figures, from 33% of members in Bulgaria to 0.7% in Belgium. The data also show
that the size of the responding union organisations vary widely, from just 900 members in
the Bulgarian construction union to 130,000 in one of the Italian unions. Finally, only the
Croatian respondent acknowledges the possibility of gender segregation in terms of
occupations in particular sectors, highlighting that women are found in ‘manufacturing
construction occupations’ when working in construction.
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Women'’s representation within union structures

Several respondents call for a change in industry ‘culture and image’ as a necessary step to
increasing the number of women, though such a change remains ill-defined and abstract,
and therefore, none manage to articulate practical solutions or connect it to other existing
measures. Consolidating women’s representation within the industry and within union
structures contributes to addressing this need for change within the industry, with many
respondents reporting such initiatives.

In terms of respondents, there is limited overlap between the 2005 and 2020-—
21 surveys. Nevertheless, where the 2005 analysis pointed to the scarcity of women’s
structures, with less than 50% of respondents having some form of women’s represen-
tative structures (10 out of 22, including the EFBWW itself), the 2020-21 survey reveals
that a vast majority of responding unions (21 out of 25) have such structures in place.
However, there are no accounts of how these structures function and are organised, what
they do and have achieved, how they are potentially connected, formally or informally to
the EFBWW’s own women’s structures (Table 2).

What is omitted from the survey responses

Some survey responses would be expected to refer to the results of activities stemming
from women’s representative structures within the unions, but these are not explicitly
connected in practice, as apparent from separate accounts given of these activities. This
applies, for instance, with regard to surveys of women’s experiences within the industry
and awareness campaigns carried out by some of the respondents, including the Finnish
Construction Trade Union Rakennusliitto s survey of women’s experiences of harassment
among their members carried out in 2017, and subsequently followed by a campaign
called Syrjintd on syvdltd (Discrimination sucks) to raise awareness about harassment and
help people recognise harassment and respond to it. Since the campaign, this theme has
been part of the union’s shop stewards training in the form of discussions.

Similarly, data collected during the additional, post-survey feedback round reveal that
between December 2022 and March 2023 the Swiss union, Unia, surveyed around
300 women in the building trades about their day-to-day experiences at work, including on
hygiene conditions, work-life balance, discrimination, sexual harassment, and wages.
Women from various building trades all over Switzerland discussed the survey results at a
meeting in Bern on 22 April 2023, and subsequently organised a women’s strike on
14 June 2023, with thousands gathering in multiple cities across Switzerland (Unia, 2023),
calling for hygiene facilities to be available onsite, an end to sexual harassment and
violence and better pay for everyone.

Change has also taken place in the EFBWW as an organisation in recent years too.
Since 2019, two female members were elected in the seven-person presidium and gender
equality has become an integral part of the portfolio of political staff. During their
Congress held in 2023, the EFBWW reiterated its commitment to gender equality with the
adoption of a resolution on safe workplaces for all, including gender equality as one of the
seven priorities of the strategic action plan for 2024-2028 (EFBWW, 2023). At the same
Congress, however, the EFBWW women’s network, set up by the Executive Committee in
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Table 2. Women’s representation in union organisations.

Organisation

Membership

Proportion of women

Women'’s representation

EFBWW

GBH (Austria)

CG - FGTB
(Belgium)

CITUB (Bulgaria)

SGH (Croatia)

SEK (Cyprus)
CFDT* (France)

FNCB-CFDT
(France)

Rakennusliitto
(Finland)

Teollisuusliitto*
(Finland)

IG Metall
(Germany)

EFEDOSZSZ
(Hungary)

77 affiliated unions in No data

36 countries -
1,5 million
members

90,000

52,192

900
4500

3500
No data

21,000
71,000
210,000 (all sectors)

39,000 (wood and
Furniture)

2500

FeNEAL-UIL (Italy) 130,000

3800 (4%)

406 (0.7%)

300 (33%)

500 (11%) — mostly
manufacturing,
cleaning and
administration

850 (24%)

No data

3500 (16%)

5000 (7%)

42,000 (20%) — all
sectors

7020 (18%) — Wood
and Furniture

700 (28%)

850 (0.6%)

Women’s network, with the
chair acting as liaison with

the BWI Women’s

committee. The latter also

covers the EFBWW (as
part of a co-operation

agreement between both

federations)
Women’s department/
Federal Women’s

Executive Committee/

Federal Women’s

Conference/Provincial

Conferences or Provincial

Women’s Executive

Committees in the Federal
Provinces: Upper Austria,
Lower Austria, Carinthia

and Styria

Gender commission (not
specific to construction)

No

Women’s section in the

umbrella organisation

No

Working group on sexism in

the workplace
Yes, no details

Specific events
No

Federal Women’s
Committee, District

Women’s Committee,

Local Women’s

Committee and others

Yes, no details

Yes, no details

(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)

Organisation Membership Proportion of women Women’s representation

FILCA CISL (Italy) No data (5%) Federation gender policy
Manager and 2 Women'’s
coordination at the
confederal level (formal

structure)
FILLEA CGIL 35,000 2800 (8%) Women’s network
(Italy)

LMNA (Latvia) 1000 350 (35%) Women’s committee at
confederation level, all
affiliates nominate one
member

LMPF (Lithuania) 1500 350 (23%) Yes, no details

Fellesforbundet* 165,383 28,284 (17%) Equality network and

(Norway) network for women in
male-dominated sectors (in
progress)

CCOO del Habitat 10,985 1892 (17%) State Secretariat for women

(Spain) and equality, with
17 specific Autonomous
representatives

I0Z (Slovakia) 2637 391 (14%) No

Malareférbundet 13,500 1500 (11%) Women’s network called

(Sweden) MIRA
Unia* 188,259 83,191 (44%) Women’s Commission/
(Switzerland) Women’s Conference
FNV (The 36,000 2800 (7%) Yes, in umbrella organisation
Netherlands)
CNV (The Over 75,000 No data No awareness
Netherlands)

Unite (UK) 80,000 2800 (3.5%) Women in Unite (not specific
to construction)

GMB* (UK) 620,000 Over 50% Regional self-organised

groups, National Women’s
Network plus National
lead for Women (not
specific to construction)

(National unions marked with a * identify general unions, not specific to construction, wood and forestry).

2010, was renamed ‘EFBWW Gender Network’, ‘in line with a broader focus on gender
and diversity’. This is regarded as an ‘ad hoc working group’, not confined to women,
meeting at least once a year, and working mainly online. The group ‘may not interfere or
substitute the work of EFBWW statutory bodies and existing coordination groups’ and has
a mission to bring forward gender issues, exchange affiliates’ experiences of gender
policies, develop EFBWW gender policies, and represent EFBWW in the ETUC Gender
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Committee, as well as liaise with the Building Workers International’s (BWI) European
Women’s Committee. In terms of governance, a ‘liaison’ person from one of the affiliates
is key to bringing forward issues, building a network and representing EFBWW on the
BWT’s European Women’s Committee.

Linking gender imbalances to women’s representative structures

Keeping track of the number of women in particular sectors and occupations constitutes an
essential step in assessing the effectiveness of initiatives designed to address gender
imbalances and segregation in male-dominated industries and in tailoring solutions to
these sectors and occupations. The analysis of women’s participation in the construction,
wood and forestry industries presented already highlights the need for more precise data
broken down per country, occupation and sector, including longitudinal data on the
transition from education to employment and retention. The findings confirm this need and
further emphasise the challenges associated with varying sectoral definitions across
Europe and the acute need for reliable and comparable data. The fact that most re-
spondents keep track of the number of women among their members incidentally indicates
the role that union organisations could play in collecting these data, an activity that
potentially is or could be added to the portfolio of activities of their women’s repre-
sentative structures.

A number of the initiatives reported in the findings address the barriers discussed in the
literature review, including in relation to flexible working. However, this is clearly in-
sufficient. Even though the comparison with the 2005 survey revealed positive changes,
the focus of measures designed to increase the number of women in these industries
remains relatively narrow, discussing rules and largely ignoring issues of implementation
and monitoring. Thematically, only working conditions and OSH are discussed in the
survey responses, noticeably leaving out recruitment, retention and career progression, as
well as VET.

In terms of working conditions, findings overwhelmingly focus on family-friendly
measures, in particular childcare-related leave and flexible working time arrangements,
often originating from national legislation improved upon by collective bargaining. Such
initiatives are characteristic of a top-down approach reliant on legal impetus, which
constitutes but one way to tackle the low participation of women in the industries
concerned (Wright and Conley, 2020). An alternative could be to focus as well on bottom-
up initiatives that can enhance women’s agency. Coincidentally, the top-down measures
almost exactly mirror existing EU law, which itself has addressed parental leave, part-time
work and more recently work-life balance for parents and carers. In this regard, the
example of the Swedish painters also demonstrates that the effectiveness and desirability
of such measures can be contested on the ground and reflects a concern to combat in-
voluntary part-time work, and its long-term consequences in terms of career opportunities,
working conditions, and pay (Maestripieri, 2023).

In terms of OSH, evidence of a gendered perspective in line with global and EU policy
advocating for gender mainstreaming (European Commission, 2020) is a new feature of
this iteration of the survey. The presence of the classic theme of the protection of
pregnancy is unsurprising, as it has been regulated by EU law since 1992. However,
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mentions of new themes such as separate changing rooms, various measures designed to
protect workers against harassment and the provision of adequate work uniforms all signal
positive developments, the last two aspects featuring prominently in the literature (Curtis
etal., 2018; Wright, 2013, respectively). Interestingly, the few examples of surveys carried
out by national unions among women working in the sector often bring up these themes,
which illustrates the value of seeking out women workers’ own input and points toward
the need for more inclusive and participative methods for research and policy design.
Nevertheless, despite positive changes, there are many more ramifications of a gendered
approach to OSH referred to in previous studies for which there was no response in the
survey. These include the impacts of increased scrutiny (Galea et al., 2018) or slower
career progression (Rosa et al., 2017), for instance, on women’s mental health (Curtis
et al., 2018; Sang and Powell, 2013: 163) and on pay.

The absence of accounts of measures relating to VET, recruitment, retention and career
advancement illustrates the fact that the issue of gender imbalance and segregation is not
conceptualised longitudinally along the length of people’s careers, starting from education
and training and going beyond simply recruitment. This remains a key aspect of the
necessary holistic approach described earlier (Byrne et al., 2005 on VET; Dainty and
Lingard, 2006; Fielden et al., 2000) and a means to address inequalities between and
within occupations in these industries (French and Strachan, 2015).

It should also be noted that, even though the number of responses remains low and
offers only limited variations across sectors and countries, the uniformity of answers and
at times the lack of detail, for instance, on initiatives on the ground, are striking and
constitute a relevant finding in and of itself. Accessing relevant, potentially illuminating
examples of effective initiatives can admittedly be challenging, especially through a broad
and top-down survey sent out to national union affiliates, as is evident in the result.

Finally, an important piece of the puzzle in the relevance and effectiveness of measures
addressing gender imbalances and segregation is the creation and support of women’s
participatory structures. The consistent increase in the number of women’s networks,
committees, etc., embedded within national and European unions, is worth noting, al-
though the variety of denominations used suggest a corresponding variety in terms of
functioning, scope, sectoral remit, agenda, achievement, etc. The absence of information
in this regard demonstrates the need for further research and indicates that surveys ad-
ministered from the top-down and with a broad focus may not constitute an adequate
approach in terms of research design. To analyse the effectiveness of such participatory
structures, it is essential to understand them better and especially how they are integrated
into unions’ broader structure and social dialogue processes (Wright et al., 2023a), in-
cluding their formal and informal connections to the European and global women’s
participatory structures. These connections represent a necessary piece in the puzzle to
understand the degree of influence exercised by organisations such as the EFBWW over its
affiliates and the coordinating role it plays on gender-related issues.

Furthermore, although these women’s structures are participative and remain separate
from the unions’ main representative decision-making structures, they — perhaps
surprisingly — resembleinternational unions’ representative decision-making structures.
For example, the EFBWW women’s network is constituted of one representative per
country, with just one network member then assuming responsibilities in the ETUC’s and
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BWTI’s women’s committees. This calls into question the extent to which women’s
perspectives and interests are adequately represented in such decision-making bodies.
They do, nevertheless, retain important participatory status (Young, 1990), which together
with the flexibility afforded by operating outside formal structures, potentially gives them
room to become more inclusive and ‘transnational’ in character, understood as engaging
with broader set of interests ‘beyond the international’, from members from multinational
companies to spokespeople of grassroot initiatives, for example.

Conclusions and recommendations

Reflecting on the very small increase in the number of women present in the construction,
wood and forestry industries, the article demonstrates that, even though the situation has
improved slightly, the pace of change has been incredibly slow. This is true in quantitative
terms, but also in qualitative terms as top-down rules complementing existing legislation
continue to dominate solutions. In heavily male-dominated industries such as con-
struction, wood and forestry, the effectiveness of reliance only on a top-down regulatory
approach is questionable as rules, industry norms and structures developed over many
decades can stand in the way of effective implementation.

The preceding analysis highlights a disconnect between the measures identified by
unions as addressing gender-specific issues and the nature and extent of the role played by
dedicated women’s representative structures within unions (including within the EFBWW
itself). There is a lack of detailed data on the participation of women and of information
about women’s participatory structures and the effectiveness of their role. The extent to
which unions’ gender-related demands, policies and actions originate from or are shaped
by these women’s structures is simply not reported. The authors conclude that this
disconnect is linked to women’s low labour market participation and to gender inequalities
in the construction, wood and forestry industries. Potential solutions to address challenges
are narrowly focused on top-down rules, an approach that needs to be complemented by
better integration of women’s input and bottom-up actions.

These conclusions may partly reflect the limitations of the study, in particular the
design of the survey questions and the representativeness of the survey responses in terms
of countries, sectors and expertise of respondents in relation to gender issues. This
shortcoming highlights the importance of co-created research designs involving more
inclusive and participatory elements, which would probably yield richer results and serve
to triangulate findings of more traditional surveys, as well as provide insights on com-
munication bottlenecks by bringing discrepancies in the data to light. It would additionally
further support the role of women as agents of change.

In terms of policy, the range of measures to reduce gender imbalances and segregation
need to be broader, expanding the focus to include OSH, working and employment
conditions, VET, entry, retention and career progression. In this regard, women’s par-
ticipatory structures could be capitalised on through better support and integration within
the social dialogue process. And more resources are necessary to monitor and evaluate the
implementation of relevant equality measures, including through existing women’s
representatives and networks, periodic auditing and data gathering, all currently
unsatisfactory.
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Notes

1. https://build-up.ec.europa.eu/en/home.

2. Construction is understood as the NACE code F, which includes construction of buildings,
construction of roads and railways and specialised construction activities.

3. Based on data from Eurostat, EU Labour Force Survey, downloaded from Eurostat’s online
database as dataset 1fsa eegan2.

4. Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Latvia,
Lithuania, Norway, Spain, Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland, Netherlands and UK.

5. Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and
the UK.
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