





[bookmark: _Toc224478784][bookmark: _Toc224926294]Abstract 
Within the United Kingdom the construction arena continues to highlight a stark gender inequality within the workforce.  In particular the trades – plumbing, carpentry, electricians as an example – along with the senior management roles.  Whilst equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) is being slowly embedded into the industry there are still significant obstacles for women, impacting recruitment, retention in the workplace and long-term career development and succession.  
This document aims to explore what the challenges are for women’s trying to enter this sector focussing on the cultural, structural and organisational factors impacting their experiences.    This analysis will investigate what the current initiatives are in place, or being planned for, to manage and mitigate for the gender gap within the industry.    
This particular analysis will combine both quantitative and qualitative approaches in a single study emphasising sensible, factual-led suggestions as to how women might find a route into employment and career progression within the construction sector     
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[bookmark: _Toc224926295]Introduction
The Uk construction industry is one of the key drivers of national economic development, infrastructure delivery and the delivery of essential housing. Despite the increasing demands and importance, the construction sector has one of the lowest levels of gender diversity across major UK industries. We see an imbalance across site-roles, skilled trades and senior management positions.  This ongoing gender gap is consistently in industry reports, which indicates slow progress towards equality compared to other sectors. (CITB, 2022).
Although this gap is recognised as an equality issue, it is also a workforce sustainability concern due to the skill shortages in the construction industry. The increasing demand for labour is outweighing the capacity on an ageing workforce and the limited training opportunities available (CITB, 2022). The Office for National Statistics informs us that construction depends on male workers and female participation remain largely unchanged (ONS, 2023). If this sector fails to focus on attracting women, we will see worsen skill shortages, limit innovation and reduce resilience.
Research suggest that women face both cultural challenges and structural barriers when trying to enter the construction industry (Clarke and Gribling, 2008). The following are some examples:
Cultural challenges 
· sexist attitudes, 
· exclusion from informal workplace networks,
· and masculine site norms.
Structural barriers 
· such as long working hours
· limited flexible working
· travel demands
· poor welfare provision

in addition to the above, organisation factors can also restrict progression or succession. These include: 
· recruitment processes
· access to training 
· mentoring opportunities 
· leadership bias (Clarke and Gribling, 2008).

As a result, women may leave the industry at higher rates or decide not to enter it at all.
Even though companies and organisations promote EDI (Equality, Diversity and Inclusion) strategies, its nots always guaranteed these are leading to real change. Awareness may be improved but fail to address workplace culture. Therefore, the problem is not only that there are fewer women in construction, but also that the working environment can make it difficult for them to stay in the industry long term.
This research proposal sets out a study that will investigate the main cultural, structural and organisational barriers that influence women’s ability to enter, remain and progress within the UK construction industry. It will also consider how effective existing diversity strategies are seen to be and identify whether further action is required.

Simply counting how many women are in the industry informs us that the inequality is there but looking into how an organisation actually behaves and what the culture within the workplace looks like will focus on why the barriers are in place and how they are perpetuated.

[bookmark: _Toc224478786][bookmark: _Toc224926296]Research Aim and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc224478787][bookmark: _Toc224926297]Research Question
[bookmark: _Toc224478788]What are the cultural, structural and organisational influences impacting women’s pathway, retention and advancement within the United Kingdom’s construction industry and where are the strategies in place to address these challenges?
[bookmark: _Toc224926298]Research Aim
[bookmark: _Toc224478789]The research will interrogate the blocks that prevent or dissuade women from considering careers in the United Kingdom’s construction industry and assess the strategies in place to improve the enrolment, retention and advancement of approximately 50% of the population. 
[bookmark: _Toc224926299]Research Objectives
To mirror this aim, the research will satisfy the following criteria
· To identify the central cultural and underlying obstacles deterring a women’s entry, retention and progression within the United Kingdom’s construction industry, highlighting the culture in the workplace, the hours of working, flexibility from employers, provision of welfare and the physical work conditions on a building site.
· To understand how formal structural procedures — including recruitment, training, mentoring, progression, and leadership — might be contributing to the persistent underrepresentation of women in the construction sector.
· To examine the value of existing Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) approaches and industry initiatives from the perception of women employed in the construction industry
· To understand what actions are in place to deliver what is necessary for construction employers and the governing bodies to successfully advance gender parity across recruitment, retention and career progression
Collectively these objectives reinforce a reasoned and substantiated research agenda, ensuring important engagement with current literature whilst retaining the viability of the intended conclusions.


[bookmark: _Toc224478790][bookmark: _Toc224926300]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc224478791][bookmark: _Toc224926301][bookmark: _Toc224478792]Women in Construction: Representation and Workforce Context

In the UK the construction trade remains one of the biggest gender-imbalanced employment sectors with women only making up around 15% of the Uk construction workforce. Whilst we see increased representation in administrative and professional roles, women are still underrepresented in site based trades and senior leadership roles at around 1-2% (CIOB, 2023).The Office for National Statistics, continues to highlights the occupation segregation and heavily male-dominated in the construction world, this shows that little progress towards equality has changed within this sector (ONS, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc224478794]Numerical trends expose the scale of gender disparity within construction, yet fail to account for the multifaceted and layered explanations behind stubbornly low female involvement and retention, strengthening the worth of qualitative analysis into women's lived experiences.
The gender gap not only is a equality issues, but it has a domino effect on the long term sustainability of the construction workforce. The increasing demand the sector has with new net-zero retrofit programmes and housing targets, is placing greater pressure on the skill shortages (CITB,2022). The lack of females represented in this industry is a missed opportunity to bring the skill shortage numbers up and releasing pressure. Suresh et al. (2024) maintain that although there exists an enduring recognition of the gender gap within construction, significant improvement has been blocked by profoundly deep-seated cultural opposition within this important economic sector.

This problem doesn’t just lie within the Uk. Other countries such as Australia, the United States and Europe face similar challenges. This suggests that the dominance of males in construction may be embedded within global norms and not only local Uk factors (French and Strachan, 2015).
As this is an international issue, evidence from other countries may help to inform UK practice, particularly by comparing inclusion policies and assessing how successful (or unsuccessful) different strategies have been.
Taken together, these studies suggest that gender inequality persists not due to a lack of awareness, but because underlying industry structures and norms remain largely unchanged.

[bookmark: _Toc224478795][bookmark: _Toc224926302]Cultural Barriers: Masculinity, Exclusion and “Old Boys Club” Norms
One of the consistent themes in both academic and industry research is the effect of workplace culture.
One of the themes that stands out the most in both academic and industry research is the influence of workplace culture. Construction is knows for its traditionally masculine environment, which has been shaped by long-established behaviour norms (Ness, 2012). In the Clarke and Gribling (2008) study, they reinforce the argument that construction culture can maintain inequality through informal social networks rather than direct discrimination. This can be seen not only in workplace relationships and networking practices, but also through stereotypical attitudes and assumptions about individual capabilities.
Other papers like Suresh et al (2024) support this argument by suggesting that women still experience ‘old boy club’ relationships within the construction workplace. This is a significant obstacle as findings suggest that gender inequality is not only influenced by structural factors but the everyday behaviours that are hard to regulate through policy. However, much of the existing research focuses on identifying cultural barriers rather than examining how effective current industry initiatives are in addressing these experiences in practice (French and Strachan, 2015).

Women are often perceived as weaker and less robust than men which reinforces masculine norms within this sector, particularly within on-site skilled trades (Ness (2012). For the small amount of women already working in this industry, this may create and environment where they feel like they need to fit in by taking on masculine behaviours or completely avoid reporting negative experiences. These pressures reduces the physiological safety and therefore has an large impact on retention and wellbeing.
CIOB (2023) suggests that sexism and harassment towards women happens more frequently in site-based environment. Due to fear of reputational damage these acts may not be reported. This suggests that cultural barriers may remain hidden due to underreporting, meaning that the scale of these issue is underestimated.
When looking for international evidence, similar conclusions are flagged. French and Strachan (2015), in a Australian study highlight that EEO policies often fail because they do not challenge deep-rooted masculine workplace environments.
This supports the argument that cultural reform is more difficult than implementing policy changes, and that construction continues to struggle with meaningful inclusion.

Therefore, further research is required to explore women’s lived experiences alongside their perceptions of existing inclusion strategies, providing insight into whether current approaches are achieving meaningful change

[bookmark: _Toc224478796][bookmark: _Toc224926303]Structural Barriers: Working Practices, Flexibility and Work-Life Balance
Structural barriers refer to industry systems and working conditions that may disadvantage women. The construction sector is normally characteristics by long working hours, early starts, traveling to work and project based employment. Such conditions like these are often discouraging for women, particularly those with caring responsibilities Clarke and Gribling (2008). 
One of the most identified barriers is flexible working. Many sectors have increased the capability of flexible and hybrid working however construction remains limited due to site requirements and operation demands. CITB (2022) highlights that the need for flexibility is essential for attracting and retaining a wider workforce. However, the industry’s slow adoption of flexibility suggests that working practices remain rooted in traditional expectations of full-time availability and long hours.
COVID 19 highlighted that flexibility in jobs is possible and forced industries to reevaluate their structure and adaptability. construction may need to modernise working patterns in order to remain competitive in recruitment.
Physical site conditions also remain a structural issue. Research suggests that welfare facilities and PPE have historically been designed around male workers. Aboagye-Nimo et al. (2019) argue that unsuitable PPE and inadequate welfare provision can reinforce feelings of exclusion and create practical barriers to performance. 
Such barriers contribute to a symbolic message that women do not belong on site.

[bookmark: _Toc224478797][bookmark: _Toc224926304]Organisational Barriers: Recruitment, Training and Career Progression
Organisational barriers relate to internal systems such as recruitment processes, leadership pathways, training access and promotion opportunities. 
Where we do see women entering this sector, evidence shows that they face difficulties progressing into more senior positions. CIOB(2023) highlights that leadership continues to be male dominated and due to culture barriers women face may face a ‘glass ceiling’, lack of training and unequal access to informal networks (Sang et al., 2014). 
Women tend to face a slower career progression due to exclusions from influential networks and limited sponsorship from senior managers (Suresh et al. (2024). This implies that career advancement is not only shaped by competence but also by relationships and organisational culture.
In international studies, similar barriers have been identified. French and Strachan (2015) argue that organisations often claim commitment to equality but fail to implement practical progression systems that genuinely support women. 
This suggests that equality initiatives may become symbolic rather than operational.
Additionally, recruitment practices may reinforce gender imbalance. Construction recruitment messaging often emphasises physical labour rather than skill development, technology and career progression. This may discourage female applicants at an early stage and contribute to continued underrepresentation.
[bookmark: _Toc224478798][bookmark: _Toc224926305]Intersectionality and Multiple Disadvantages
A limitation in some construction gender research is that women are often treated as a single group. However, experiences may vary depending on race, disability, class, age or sexuality. Carbado et al. (2013) argue that intersectionality is essential for understanding how individuals may experience overlapping forms of disadvantage. 
Crenshaw’s (1989) foundational work on intersectionality suggests that discrimination cannot always be understood through one identity category alone. This is important because it implies that women from minority ethnic backgrounds may experience barriers differently from white women, and policy responses must account for this complexity.
Suresh et al. (2024) also acknowledge that construction workplace exclusion may be intensified for individuals who do not match the dominant cultural identity of the sector. 
This strengthens the justification for qualitative research, as lived experiences may vary significantly.


[bookmark: _Toc224478799][bookmark: _Toc224926306]Strategies and Initiatives: Progress or “Tick-Box” Inclusion?
[bookmark: _Toc224478800]Strategies have been introduced across the construction industry to improve women’s participation. These include:
[bookmark: _Toc224478801]Mentoring schemes 
[bookmark: _Toc224478802]Outreach campaigns 
[bookmark: _Toc224478803]Apprenticeships 
[bookmark: _Toc224478804]EDI policies 

Evidence of these strategies has shown that they are not always effective. EEO policies often fail due to them being more focused on compliance rather than the cultural transformation (French and Strachan (2015). This implies that organisations are happy to implement these policies for reputational benefit without ensuring proper execution. 
[bookmark: _Toc224478805]Suresh et al. (2024) suggest that some many women feel that these strategies have little impact when the workplace culture does not change. Khan et al. (2019) supports this belief by saying that diversity policies in this sector can sometimes involve more words than action, with very limited evidence of actual improvement. This indicates that inclusion schemes are far greater effective when organisations introduce clear accountability, measurable results and a strong leadership commitment.  

[bookmark: _Toc224478806][bookmark: _Toc224926307]Literature Gap and Research Justification

The literature shows that women in this industry face cultural, structural and organisational barriers however, it also highlights that a gap remains in understanding if current strategies are perceived as effective by women working across the different roles. A lot of the existing research out there only focusses on identifying barrier, but fewer studies evaluate how interventions are experienced in practice.
Additionally, reports often focus on the representation statistics which doesn’t include lived experiences. Meaning cultural barriers such as sexism, exclusion and harassment will remain under the radar with quantitative data. 

A mixed method is justified as quantitative survey will identify patterns and trends across participants while a qualitive interview method will provide a more detailed and deeper insight into lived experiences and allow evaluation of strategy effectiveness. Creswell and Creswell (2023) highlight that a mixed method approach for research is beneficial for social issues where require both measurable patterns and contextual explanations.  
This study will contain UK-based evidence with insight from international studies. By comparing the two the research will develop a clearer understating  if the UK only faces gender inequality in construction or if we see similar outcomes across the world.
[bookmark: _Toc224478807][bookmark: _Toc224926308]Research Philosophy and Approach
[bookmark: _Toc224478808]To complete this study a pragmatic research approach will be used. Pragmatism supports this topic because it supports the use of multiple research methods and then priorities the practical value of the findings. It will allow for the outcomes to be applied within the construction organisations, therefore achieving the research aims rather than generating theoretical conclusions. 
As existing literature identifies established barriers, this research will follow a primarily inductive approach. This will allow us to see if the barriers that have been highlighted throughout will align with the interviewees experiences and whether additional issues emerge. This approach supports the identification of real-world patterns grounded in lived experience.

[bookmark: _Toc224478809][bookmark: _Toc224926309]Research Design
[bookmark: _Toc224478810]A sequential explanatory mixed method will be used, meaning research will be carried out in two stages. 
[bookmark: _Toc224478811]Phase 1 will be collecting quantitative data through a questionnaire survey. this will allow us to identify patterns and styles related to women’s experiences within the construction sector.
[bookmark: _Toc224478812]Phase 2 will use a semi-structure interview approach with selected participants such as administrative roles, management and trades. The interviews will show an insight of participants experiences and allow for opinions to be documented.
[bookmark: _Toc224478813]According to Creswell and Creswell (2023, this outlook on research will help strengthen the results as it combines measurable results with deeper conclusions. If only a survey approach was used issues such as discrimination, workplace culture and exclusion would be difficult to understand and evaluate, therefore interview will provide further insight into why barriers exist and how women in this sector perceive organisation strategies. 


[bookmark: _Toc224478814][bookmark: _Toc224926310]Data Collection Methods
[bookmark: _Toc224478815][bookmark: _Toc224926311]Questionnaire Survey
To gather quantitative data a questionnaire survey will be used to collect data about barriers women come across in the construction industry. This method will be able to reach a large number of people to take part within a short period and produces measurable data that can be collected and formed into simple statistics (Saunders et al., 2019).
The survey will consist of questions like:
· Workplace culture 
· Working conditions
· Career progression 
· And opinions on equality, diversity and inclusion initiatives.
The questionnaire will contain around 20-25 questions including the following: 
· Basic demographic question i.e. age, role, years working in construction
· Likert scale questions 
· Multiple choice questions 
· A small number of open-ended questions
The Likert scale questions will allow the respondents to show how strongly they agree or disagree with the topics. Open-ended questions will allow the participants to describe any additional feelings they have experienced or noticed. 
[bookmark: _Toc224478816][bookmark: _Toc224926312]Testing and Refinement
To make sure the survey is relevant and refined a questionnaire will be tested on a small number of participants to start with. Feeback from this text will allow the survey to be revised to improve the final version before distributing the final version. 
[bookmark: _Toc224478817][bookmark: _Toc224926313]Distribution and collection 
The finalised version will be sent out to around 30-50 participants via email using google forms. Following up emails will be sent out to ensure maximum participation and if need firct collection of responses will be taken. 

[bookmark: _Toc224478818][bookmark: _Toc224926314]Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structure interviews will then be conducted to establish findings in more detail. Respondents will provide more in-depth answers in lived experiences, particularly in relation to harassment, sexism or discrimination.
The questions will explore 
· entry into construction
· workplace culture
· barriers to progression
· support systems and mentoring
· flexible working and retention
· perceptions of EDI strategies
These interviews should approximately last around 20- 40 minutes with around 15 questions targeting around 10 interview participants. This will be sufficient to gather a thematic analysis, where we should start to see the same issues repeated and no new themes emerging. 

[bookmark: _Toc224478819][bookmark: _Toc224926315]Sampling Strategy
The mixture of purposive and snowball sampling will be used.
Purpose sampling - targeting women who are currently working in the UK construction sector. Ensuring relevant date is collected from participants who have relevant experience and can participate with informed answers.  
Snowball sampling – respondents will be able to recommend others. This will allow research to be better collected as women currently remain underrepresented and may be difficult to access through purpose sampling. 

[bookmark: _Toc224478820][bookmark: _Toc224926316]Survey Analysis
The survey will be conducted through google Forms, therefore, the results will be analysed using simple statistics such as percentages and average score for the Likert scale questions. These results will then be shown in tables and graphs to present the outcomes clearly.


[bookmark: _Toc224478821][bookmark: _Toc224926317]Interview Analysis
To collect and from data from the interviews a thematic analysis approach will be used. This process will involve:
· Familiarisation with the data – examining the results serval times to gain a clear understand of the responses. 

· Initial coding –identifying significant statements, phrases, or ideas and assigning short descriptive codes.

· Developing themes – identifying similarities into codes together to create broader themes that correspond to key issues raised. 

· Comparing themes across participants – examining the interviews to see if similar themes appear from the participants.

· Interpreting the findings – analysing the themes and relating them to existing literature and research on the topic.

This approach will help organise the qualitative data ad identify meaningful patterns highlighted from the participants experiences.

An example of setting out this approach and coding is provided in APPENDIX 1 
[bookmark: _Toc224478822][bookmark: _Toc224926318]Pilot Study - Testing and Refinement
To make sure the survey is relevant and refined the questionnaire and interview questions will be tested on a small number of participants to start with. Feeback from this text will allow the survey to be revised to improve the final version before distributing the final version. 
[bookmark: _Toc224478823]this is important when conducing a survey with a mixed method approach as the survey design influences the quality of quantitative results, therefore unclear questions can impact validity (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc224478824][bookmark: _Toc224926319]Ethical Considerations 
Before completing the questionnaire or conducting the interview, participants will be given information on the subject matter and taking part will be voluntary. All parities will be informed that they can stop participating at any time. To protect privacy, both names and personal information will not be included in the survey, only general information such as ages may be collected. Collected information will be confidential and the data extracted from both methods will only be used for conducted research.
[bookmark: _Toc224926320]Timeline 

	Timeline 

	Task 
	Duration 

	Literature Review 
	1 Month 

	Questionnaire & Interview Design
	2 Weeks

	Pilot Study & Refinement
	2 Weeks

	Data Collection (Survey + Interviews)
	2 Weeks

	Data Analysis (Quantitative & Qualitative)
	2 Months 

	Drafting the Research Report
	1 Month 

	Drafting the Research Report
	2 Weeks 

	Total Duration 
	6-7 Months 
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[bookmark: _Toc224478825][bookmark: _Toc224926321]Expected outcomes 
The expected outcome from this research is to identify the main cultural, structural and organisation barriers that affect women working in the UK construction industry. The likely the following matters may be highlighted as challenges that influence women entering and remaining in the industry:
· Workplace culture 
· Limited career progression 
· Lack of mentoring 
· Inflexible working practices
The studies maybe also provide a greater insight into how the respondents view current EDI initiatives, highlighting whether these strategies are seen as effective. 
Overall, the outcomes will improve the understanding of women’s experiences in the construction sector and provide recommendations for organisations to encourage women’s positions across the board in this sector. 

[bookmark: _Toc224478826][bookmark: _Toc224926322]Conclusion
This research proposal outlines a study investigating the barriers faced by women working in the UK construction industry. The literature suggests that gender inequality continues to exist due to cultural attitudes, structural working practices and organisational factors that can affect women’s entry, retention and progression. By using a mixed-methods approach combining a questionnaire survey with semi-structured interviews, the research aims to explore both general trends and individual experiences within the industry. The findings may help provide a clearer understanding of the challenges women face and how current Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives are perceived in practice. Ultimately, the research could contribute to wider discussions about improving gender diversity and creating more inclusive working environments within the construction sector.
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[bookmark: _Toc224926324]Appendix 
[bookmark: _Toc224478828][bookmark: _Toc224926325]Appendix A - Questionnaire example to input into Google Forms
	Question Number
	Question
	Response Type
	Options

	Q1
	What is your age range?
	Multiple choice
	18–24 / 25–34 / 35–44 / 45–54 / 55+

	Q2
	What is your role in the construction industry?
	Multiple choice
	Student/trainee / Tradesperson / Site manager or supervisor / Engineer or surveyor / Office or administration / Other

	Q3
	How long have you worked or studied in the construction industry?
	Multiple choice
	Less than 1 year / 1–3 years / 4–7 years / 8–15 years / Over 15 years

	Q4
	Do you believe construction is a male-dominated industry?
	Likert scale
	Strongly agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly disagree

	Q5
	Have you experienced barriers or challenges as a woman in construction?
	Multiple choice
	Yes / No / Not sure

	Q6
	Which barriers do you think women commonly face in construction?
	Multiple selection
	Gender stereotypes / Lack of female role models / Workplace culture / Limited career progression / Lack of mentoring

	Q7
	Do you believe more should be done to encourage women into construction?
	Multiple choice
	Yes / No / Not sure

	Q8
	What actions could help improve opportunities for women in construction?
	Short answer
	Open text response

	Q9
	Would you recommend construction as a career for women?
	Multiple choice
	Yes / No / Maybe








[bookmark: _Toc224478829]
[bookmark: _Toc224926326]Appendix B - Interview coding layout 
	Participant
	Interview Extract
	Initial Code
	Theme

	P1
	“Construction is still seen as a male-dominated industry which can make it difficult for women to feel accepted.”
	Male-dominated culture
	Workplace culture

	P2
	“Sometimes women feel they have to prove themselves more than male colleagues.”
	Need to prove competence
	Gender bias

	P3
	“There are limited female role models in senior positions within construction.”
	Lack of role models
	Representation in leadership

	P4
	“Some site facilities are not designed with women in mind.”
	Inadequate welfare facilities
	Workplace environment

	P5
	“There can be stereotypes about women not being suited to construction work.”
	Gender stereotypes
	Gender bias

	P6
	“Mentorship and support networks could help encourage more women to join the industry.”
	Need for mentoring
	Support and development

	P7
	“Some women may feel isolated when they are the only female on site.”
	Workplace isolation
	Workplace culture

	P8
	“Training and career development opportunities are important to help women progress.”
	Access to training
	Career progression
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