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Abstract
Increased female participation has been highlighted as necessary to fill a labor short-
age in the construction industry, but also to promote equality and efficiency. Despite 
initiatives to recruit women, the industry remains one of the most gender-segregated 
industries in the world. Increased knowledge about gender has been identified as 
needed to change the status quo. The aim of this study is to contribute with new 
insights into gender in construction by exploring how women in the industry are dis-
cursively represented, and how they talk about their workplace. It is based on analy-
ses of texts from the web. The search engine WebCorpLive was used to retrieve and 
sort the material to enable linguistic analysis. The study shows that although the 
overarching message in the material is that there are many opportunities for women 
in the industry, closer analysis of it shows that women entering the industry are met 
with gender-biased attitudes, discrimination and unrealistic demands.

Keywords WOMEN in construction · The web as a corpus · Discourse analysis · 
Corpus linguistics · WebCorp Live

Introduction

Despite women’s progress in educational achievements over the last few decades 
worldwide, their progress has not been translated into equal advancement in all areas 
of work [21, 32, 41, 53]. Many professions are still heavily gender segregated, which 
contributes not only to unequal options for individuals, but also to discrimination 
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and overt exclusion [see 12, 34]. The construction industry is a typical example of 
a work site heavily dominated by one gender. The percentage of construction work 
held by women is extremely low, between 9–13%, and has remained more or less 
at the same level over the years, although some countries see a slight increase [41]. 
In the US female participation was 8.9% in 2014 and 9.9% in 2018 according to 
the National Association of Women in Construction [40]. The figures for the UK 
and Australia in 2018 were 12.5% and12% respectively [4, 26]. The majority of the 
women represented in the above-mentioned figures are moreover hired to do admin-
istrative work [41, 61].

Over the last few decades, a number of initiatives on organizational and gov-
ernmental levels have been taken to increase the number of women in the industry. 
Equality and diversity policies have been initiated to enforce equal pay and promo-
tion. There have been a variety of calls in the form of laws and regulations to prevent 
gender discrimination. In Australia, for example, companies larger than one hundred 
employees need to report the composition of their workforce to the government [24, 
32]. Despite such efforts research shows that the industry remains highly male domi-
nated with few visible changes [21, 23, 32, 39, 47, 52]. It seems evident that the 
above-mentioned initiatives alone and efforts to increase the mere number of women 
are not enough to make the industry attractive to all individuals irrespective of gen-
der. Other more intangible obstacles need to be addressed, as pointed out by Clarke 
et al. [14] who argue that gender-biased norms and attitudes in the industry need to 
be made visible and problematized to attract more women, and also to make them 
stay [see also 24]. One way of making values and norms visible is by analyzing the 
language used to form them [5].

Previous research on gender in the construction industry has to a large extent 
focused on how masculine ideologies and the stereotypical image of the male con-
struction worker as brave, risk-taking, technically talented and strong continue to 
inform the industry [e.g. 25, 28, 32, 42, 54]. Most studies on women in the construc-
tion industry have dealt with obstacles facing them, many of them qualitative studies 
on women in a particular workplace or country [e.g. 21, 32, 41]. Studies focusing on 
how women in the industry are discursively represented appear to be missing. An 
understanding of how women in the industry are perceived in terms of qualities and 
expected job contributions are likely to provide valuable insights into the work for a 
more gender inclusive workplace.

By analyzing what qualities and abilities women are associated with, and to map 
what concepts emerge when women in the industry talk about their workplace, the 
aim of this study is to add new perspectives to and knowledge about why female 
participation is persistently low in construction, and point to the power of language 
in both displaying, creating and reinforcing gender-biased structures and attitudes. 
Following Fältholm and Norberg [20], the analysis is based on documents retrieved 
from the web, Like Navarro-Astor et  al.’s [41] study of women’s career develop-
ment in the construction industry, this study is not focused on a particular country or 
workplace, but focuses on the representation of women in the industry in general. To 
study how women are discursively represented, our study uses a combination of dis-
course analysis and a corpus linguistic methodology. This means that the documents 
analyzed were culled from the web on the basis of a number of selected search terms 



3

1 3

Gender Issues (2021) 38:1–24 

or keywords (see Sect. 5). The results are thus to be seen as indications of discourses 
emerging as frequent or salient in documents not on beforehand selected by the 
researchers [7, 59]. Corpus linguistics is, as pointed out by Baker and Levon [7], a 
bottom-up approach starting with few hypotheses of what is likely to be found. In 
this sense it guards against ‘cherry-picking’ data to prove what can be expected and 
therefore intentionally selected and sought for [see also 25, 26, 60]. WebCorpLive, 
a search engine designed to enable analysis of web material, was used to retrieve the 
documents from the web and sort them for further analysis (see Sect. 5).

Gender in Construction

As mentioned, research on gender in construction has to a large extent focused on 
the masculine culture of the trade [e.g. 21, 28, 32, 42, 54]. Apart from showing that 
construction is a male-dominated industry, these studies have pointed at the exist-
ence of a particular gender hierarchy where notions of toughness and roughness play 
a crucial role in determining workers’ position in the hierarchy. In her study of the 
link between masculinity ideals and occupational health and safety in the Australian 
construction industry Iacuone [28] for example, shows that the hegemonic gender 
structure makes workers care little about their own, and other workers’ safety and 
well-being. Similarly, in a literature review of masculinity in connection to health 
and safety in high-risk occupations, such as construction, Stergiou-Kita et al. [54] 
found that traditional masculinity norms influence men’s health and safety nega-
tively. Studies have also shown that workers have impeded the development of wel-
fare and benefits in the industry such as amenities and annual leave, due to the idea 
that real construction workers tolerate harsh working conditions [27].

Other typical features of the masculine culture are objectification of women, 
heavy drinking, horseplay and larrikinism [28, 60]. In this male world, the presence 
of women, and men deviating from the prescribed norm, is shown to constitute a 
threat [15, 28, 42, 60]. If women and “weaker” men can do the job, as problematized 
in Ness’ [42] study, the glorified male culture falls apart. As a way of protecting 
and reasserting their masculine identity and power, men often respond with aggres-
sion and hostility towards “deviant” co-workers [14, 17]. Based on interviews with 
women in the UK building industry Wright [60] reports that sexualized workplace 
interaction is a persistent feature of construction sites, particularly in the manual 
trades [see also 16, 45, 56].

Research on women in the construction industry is less abundant, although an 
area of increasing interest [60] [see for example 15, 16]. Most studies so far have 
primarily focused on different types of exclusion women face [21, 32, 41, 60]. On a 
general level they report similar results. Women are excluded because of men’s fear 
of not being associated with the traditional masculine image of the trade. The forms 
of exclusion include everything from derogatory remarks and tests to show women’s 
incapability to perform a job in the industry to actual threats. Less direct ways of 
excluding women are shown in gender-biased selection criteria when individuals are 
hired [12, 15, 21, 41]. In a study of female engineers’ career progression in the Aus-
tralian construction industry, Bryce et al. [12] found that it is common that female 
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engineers returning after maternity leave are allocated to professional roles that do 
not match their skills. Subtler ways of excluding women are also visible in prac-
tices where male workers try to protect women construction workers from physically 
demanding work tasks, as shown in Denissen’s [16] study of how women construc-
tion workers manage gender identities in the US construction industry. Although 
such behaviors, often referred to as forms of benevolent sexism, may appear sup-
portive, what they do in reality, as emphasized by Denissen, is that they contribute 
to the perception of women as individuals not really belonging in construction, and 
thereby the masculine definition of the work is reinforced and upheld. Studies have 
also shown that the demands on women are higher than those on men. Unlike men, 
women often have to prove that they are capable to perform a job in the industry [32, 
41].

Exclusion has also been shown in studies of how male construction workers talk 
to each other. Baxter and Wallace [10] studied the spoken interaction of a group 
of white British male construction workers and concluded that one reason for the 
absence of women is that the “builders’ discourse” is constructed in excluding ways. 
The way the male workers talked to each other indicated an active collaboration 
among them in constructing narratives of in-group and out-group identities, where 
the identity of the normative in-group was reinforced and maintained via derogatory 
remarks about workers falling outside this group. In their conversation, women were 
not mentioned at all. A conclusion made by Baxter and Wallace is that women are 
viewed as so unthreatening that they are not even part of the “out group”.

Although many studies show that gender-biased structures and attitudes persist 
in construction and continue to inform it, changes are also reported. Changes in atti-
tudes and values are shown in a study on perceived problems facing women in the 
South African construction industry [18]. Although the culture is reported as per-
sistently male, the authors conclude that a positive shift in attitudes is taking place, 
particularly among younger workers. Similarly, Styhre’s [55] study of gendered ide-
ologies in the Swedish construction industry shows that old traditions glorifying the 
representation of the site manager as an omnipotent paternal figure is now prob-
lematized and subject to critique. The critique is again particularly noticeable among 
young workers. In a study of site operatives in the Australian construction industry, 
George and Loosemore [25] report that more inclusive and less dominant attitudes 
towards masculinity are visible. A potential explanation put forward by George and 
Loosemore is that values are adapting to changes in society overall.

It is, however, noticeable that even if the above-mentioned studies include 
examples of change, they also contain examples of extremely traditional gender 
perceptions. The belief of women and men as different by nature and therefore 
suited for different tasks is persistently visible in them. English and Hay [18], as 
an example, conclude that ‘there has been increasing concern with the positive 
qualities that women can bring to the workplace as opposed to the male qualities 
they lack’ [18: p. 158]. Women’s abilities to listen and bring in softer skills, such 
as peacekeeping and politeness are mentioned as examples of what women are 
understood as likely to contribute with. The studies also show that the traditional 
male culture is to some extent accepted and even protected by many women. The 
women interlocutors part of English and Hay’s [18] study, as an example, appear 
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to accept that they have to earn respect from their male colleagues. They also 
state that men will not change, if changes are to occur, they themselves need to 
change to fit in. In a similar fashion Agapiou [2] reports on women in the Scot-
tish construction industry stating that females who want to work in the industry 
should ‘be able to either laugh at or ignore some of the jokes that men may tell 
at work’ [2: p. 703], or, as concluded by Madikizela and Haupt [33: p. 12], along 
with women gaining increased experience in the industry they become ‘less sen-
sitive to male dominance and discrimination’.

Gender: A Social Construction

The approach we take to analyze our data is based on the understanding of gender as 
a social constructruction done in interaction with others [58]. It means that gender 
is not constituted by nature, but seen as constantly reshaped and formed in ongoing 
processes [5, 58]. We identify ourselves daily with others as either male or female, 
where cultural clues such as clothing, behavior and language constitute important 
means of gender identification [49]. In this view, gender expectations are reflections 
of social norms and values, upheld and reinforced by daily actions and interactions 
between people in a variety of settings. Young females and males are treated differ-
ently due to social expectations and ideas of what it is to be a girl or a boy. Stud-
ies have, for instance, shown that girls are represented and expected to be quiteter 
and more agreeable and understanding than boys [6, 43]. They are moreover more 
typically than males recognized for their appearance, often with sexual undertones 
[e.g. 13, 43, 49]. Such perceived gender differences and expectations have an impact 
on how young individuals perceive themselves, how they form their lives, and what 
choices they make, socially and professionally.

The identity of a job or profession in terms of gender is thus a construction based 
on ideas of what it is to be male or female, reinforced and upheld in daily prac-
tices [3, 5, 10]. In her article Hierarchies, jobs, and bodies Acker argues [1] that 
organizations are not gender neutral. Assumptions about gender is embedded in 
structures and processes used to construct organizations and thinking. Gender is not 
to be understood as something only brought into the organizations by their employ-
ees. Therefore merely adding the number of women in workplaces with an extreme 
low number of women is not likely to change how gender is done [30]. Women 
are still tokens in a male-dominated world [30]. If changes are to take place, the 
focus should, as argued by Acker, among others, be on organizational processes and 
organizational values and cultures [1, 14, 24]. The first step towards gender-equal 
workplaces is to make people aware of gender issues, and problematize the conse-
quences of gender-biased structures.
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Language a Powerful Tool to Study Discourses

This study draws on the conception of language as a powerful tool not only to show 
how people understand the world, but also maintain and reinforce their perceptions 
about phenomena and objects surrounding them [5]. The aim is to gain increased 
knowledge of gendered attitudes in the construction industry by analyzing and 
describing how women are discursively constructed, and what words and concepts 
appear as salient when they talk about their workplace. The term discourse is used 
in a varity of disciplines, in a number of inter-related, but sometimes somewhat dif-
ferent ways [5, 38]. Like Baker [5], we follow Foucault [22: p. 49], and focus on 
discourses in the sense of ‘practices which systematically form the objects of which 
they speak’ [5, 22]. One way to study the way an object is formed and understood 
is via language [5, 19]. By studying language and language contexts traces of dis-
courses are likely to emerge, as pointed out by Baker [5].

A central concern in corpus linguistic studies is to study collocational patterns 
(words commonly found in close connection). Such patterns of representations 
have in the context of gender been used to show gendered attitudes and structures 
[6, 43, 46]. Pearce [46], as an example, investigated verbs and adjectives collocat-
ing with woman/women and man/men in the British National Corpus. Traces of 
a male power and activity discourse were shown in verbs associated with activity 
and strength collocating with man rather than woman as subject. As for women, 
the discourse of women as a social category was shown in words like celibate, 
childless, fertile, heterosexual, married, unmarried and single, which were con-
siderably more common with woman compared to man.

The number of researchers employing a corpus linguistics methodology in dis-
course analysis is growing, and the method has been pointed out as both useful 
and promising. The above-mentioned study by Pearce [46] is one example. Oth-
ers are Baker et al.’s [9] study of British news articles about refugees and asylum 
seekers, Baker and Levon’s [7] analysis of how different types of men are repre-
sented in British news articles, Schröter and Veniard’s [51] comparative study of 
migration in French and German news papers, and Norberg and Fältholm’s [44] 
corpus-based analysis of the representation of women in the mining industry (for 
additional examples, see for instance [8, 20, 29, 36]).

Method and Material

This study is based on data from the web. As known, the web includes billions of 
words and provides its users with continuously updated information [11]. To turn 
to the web as the primary source for this study was therefore considered both rel-
evant and worthwhile, in particular for a study focusing on an entire industry with 
a global perspective [cf. 20].

The texts generated by WebCorp are from 2006 to 2017 and cover materials 
from a large variety of sources where women in the construction industry are 
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discussed, for example on-line newspapers, construction journals, materials from 
construction companies, unions and governments, women networks and blogs. 
The average length of the texts is between 3 and 6 pages, but there are exam-
ples of texts only one page long and texts up to 35 pages. The total number of 
documents is 131. They are mainly about women in management positions in the 
industry and less about women as site workers, possibly a reflection of the fact 
that there are fewer women construction workers [14, 41].

As mentioned, WebCorpLive was used to retrieve and sort the material from the 
web. It was constructed in 2000 as a prototype tool (at that time WebCorp) to enable 
linguistic studies of web data. It functions in the way that in response to a selected 
search string (a word or a phrase), WebCorpLive extracts concordance lines, that is, 
immediate surrounding contexts found across a variety of texts where the particular 
search phrase occurs, as illustrated below, where a part of the output for the phrase 
“female construction workers” is presented (for a more detailed technical descrip-
tion of its infrastructure see [11, 48]).

https ://www.thegu ardia n.com/caree rs/caree rs-blog/2015/may/19/where -are-
all-the-women -why-99-of-const ructi on-site-worke rs-are-male Text,  Wordlist, 
text/html, UTF8 (Content-type), 2017-09-15

1. Holly Porter, who runs a networking group for female construction work-
ers, Chicks With Bricks, explains: “The industry has

2. Is sexism; research shows that more than half of female construction 
workers said they were treated worse than men because of

As shown, the search phrase “female construction workers” is found two times in 
this particular document. All these examples can then be analyzed in context by 
clicking on the phrase. Apart from providing information about where a particular 
phrase or word is found, and how many times it occurs (the above example is only a 
part of the output for the phrase “female construction workers”, for the total number 
of occurrences of the phrase retrieved from the web, see Table  1), WebCorpLive 
makes it possible to establish collocational profiles of words, that is, recurrent or 

Table 1  Search phrases, number of hits and documents

Search phrases Number of hits Number of 
documents

Woman/women builder(s) 12/23 4/6
Woman/women in construction 6/74 3/19
Woman/women in the construction industry 2/15 2/28
Diversity in construction 17 7
Diversity in the construction industry 14 8
Female builder/builders 66/41 9/5
Female construction worker/s 149/76 22/18
Total 505 131

https://www.theguardian.com/careers/careers-blog/2015/may/19/where-are-all-the-women-why-99-of-construction-site-workers-are-male
https://www.theguardian.com/careers/careers-blog/2015/may/19/where-are-all-the-women-why-99-of-construction-site-workers-are-male
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common combinations of words found in close proximity of a particular search term 
(see Sect. 6 below). It is thus a powerful engine enabling analyses of web data. It 
should, however, be mentioned that WebCorp Live only treats results form a max-
imum of 120 webpages per search term, as a matter of processing speed [57]. It 
should also be mentioned, as pointed out by Fältholm and Norberg [20], that using 
web data has both advanatges and disadvantages. It is of course positive to always 
retrieve updated information, but since information on the web is continuously 
updated, it also implies that text downloaded one day, may not be there, or has been 
slightly modified, on a later occasion.

The documents analyzed here were selected on the basis of fourteen search 
phrases, as presented in Table 1. These phrases were considered both general and spe-
cific enough to retrieve information about how women in the industry are represented 
[cf. 44]. To search for woman, builder, worker, woman worker or construction worker 
only would, for example, have given a result not specific for women in construction. 
Diversity combined with in construction and in the construction industry were cho-
sen as search terms, despite the fact that they are not limited to gender, as it was made 
evident that the documents retrieved from the web on the basis of them mostly dealt 
with women. Searches were done in April and September 2017. It should be noted 
that in downloading the material some documents appearing when clicking on the 
search phrases only included links to other documents. Following Fältholm and Nor-
berg [20], who conducted a similar study with a focus on gender diversity in mining, 
we decided to continue the search by clicking on these links until the information 
sought for was found. The documents downloaded on the basis of the search phrases 
were then carefully read with a focus on finding (1) references to qualities and abili-
ties ascribed to women in the construction industry, and (2) what concepts or ideas 
emerge when women in the industry talk about their workplace.

Women in the Construction Industry

The first step in the analysis was to acquire information about the collocational pro-
files of the respective search phrases. They were established within a maximum of 
four spaces to the left and the right from the search terms (WebCorpLive, default 
range). They yielded some information of in what contexts discussions about women 
in construction typically occur. The phrases “woman in construction” and “women 
in construction” are often found together with words (number of hits in parenthe-
sis)1 like awards (17), Wales (7), young (5), welcome (5), apprenticeships (5), home 
(4), association (4), Ireland (4), network (4), employers (4), OAEC (3), outstanding 
(3), resources (3), protective (3), workshops (3), leaders (3) winner (2) and youth 
(1). Without further analysis of the contexts where these words occur, the profiles 
suggest that women in construction are important and sought for. Women entering 

1 Prepositions, conjunctions and personal names are not listed here, as they provide little information 
about women-in-construction discourses. The words male, female, woman and women were excluded for 
similar reasons. Apart from these words, the list of words is exclusive.
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the industry appear to be young women, and those who have found a place in the 
industry seem to be outstanding individuals who are awarded various prizes for their 
achievements. The profiles also highlight networks in the women-in-construction 
discourse. “Diversity in the construction industry” and “Diversity in construction” 
provided a similar pattern. They occur together with words like need (4), obstacle 
(4), better (4), gender (4), lack (3), inspiring (3), improving (2), boost (2), promot-
ing (2), career (2), skill (2), sustainability (2), opportunities (1), inclusive (1), poli-
tics (1), champions (1), encouraging (1), help (1), developing (1) and awareness (1). 
The phrases “woman in the construction industry” and “women in the construction 
industry” collocate with discrimination (6), home (4), barriers (2), but also bridges 
(2), discussion (2), leaders (2), companies (1), number (1) and recruit (1). This 
seems to suggest that there are challenges for women in the industry, but also discus-
sions about ways to overcome them.

The words woman, women and female combined with builder(s) and female 
together with construction worker(s) showed a focus on women’s physical appear-
ance. Recurring words found together with these phrases are white (54), photos (42), 
portrait (33), sexy (24), young (22), blonde (21), images (19), helmet (12), smiling 
(8), wearing (7), looking (7), dress (6), hat (6), view (6), measurement (5), pretty (4), 
description (4), unique (4), gallery (3), collection (3), home (3), camera (3), pictures 
(2), big (2), advertising (2). Most of these collocates are, however, found on web 
pages with photos and pictures of women and female builders, and less frequently in 
documents discussing women in the industry.

As mentioned, these profiles say something about in what contexts discussions 
about women in construction are likely to be found. To establish patterns of repre-
sentations in connection to the research questions, an analysis of the entire docu-
ments was considered needed. This analysis was conducted manually by close read-
ing of the 131 documents retrieved from the web. The study thus uses a combination 
of close reading of texts and analyses of language expressions found in connection 
with women in the industry. What follows is a presentation and analysis of the pat-
terns of representation found across the documents. To highlight examples in texts 
culled from the web bold font was added.

The Overarching Discourse

The first observation in the analysis of the material tallies to a great extent with 
the patterns shown in the collocational profiles. A recurring theme is that there are 
many opportunities for women, and that the industry needs to understand the value 
of attracting ‘skilled female workers’, as shown in the first excerpt below (1), the 
words uttered by the managing director of an employment agency in the UK.

(1) “Many construction companies have realised the value of skilled female workers 
and are actively recruiting and supporting women.”

  https ://www.rands tad.co.uk/job-seeke r/areas -of-exper tise/const ructi on-prope 
rty/women -in-const ructi on/ (2016-04)

https://www.randstad.co.uk/job-seeker/areas-of-expertise/construction-property/women-in-construction/
https://www.randstad.co.uk/job-seeker/areas-of-expertise/construction-property/women-in-construction/
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Another recurring theme is that increased female participation is necessary if the 
industry is to grow and be successful, as illustrated in (2). Women are important 
because they are likely to improve efficiency and the work environment of the indus-
try, as shown in (3).

(2) The integration and development of women in the construction sector needs 
to become a priority if we are to grow our industry and the country’s econ-
omy. (https ://www.prope rty24 .com/artic les/women -in-the-const ructi on-indus 
try/16127 ) (2012-08-27)

(3) We regularly employ women in roles from shuttering carpenter to groundworker. 
Experience has shown us that having a more gender diverse project site helps 
improve our efficiency and the work environment for everyone’s benefit. http://
www.morri sroe.co.uk/our-caree rs/women -in-const ructi on/ (2017-04-16)

On a general level, the possibilities for women are highlighted across the docu-
ments, and even described as endless, as communicated on the homepage of 
Women in Construction, Northern Ireland (http://citbn i.org.uk/Women -in-Const 
ructi on-%281%29.aspx). (September, 2017). But despite this seemingly positive dis-
course about opportunities for women in the industry, closer analysis of the material 
reveals that the message communicated to women is far from positive and clear-cut 
when it comes to expectations on them, and how they are perceived.

Qualities/Abilities Associated with Women

Qualities/abilities associated with individuals are likely to say something about how 
these individuals are perceived, and thereby also what the expectations on them are. 
This section lists and discusses qualities and abilities mentioned in connection with 
women found across the documents culled from the web. Some of them are quali-
ties directly ascribed to women (successful and conscientious), whereas others are 
behaviors either defined as necessary for women to have (to speak with authority, 
have problem-solving skills), or understood as qualities women are expected to con-
tribute with (new ways of thinking, collaborative skills). Close reading of the mate-
rial resulted in two larger semantic groups: (1) Qualities/abilities associated with 
women in general and (2) qualities/abilities ascribed to women role models. The 
former group mainly consists of qualities women are generally perceived as lacking. 
The opposite qualities are thus indirectly understood as pertaining to the feminine. 
The latter includes qualities/abilities ascribed to women who have found a place 
in construction. Since the data includes a mixture of word classes, both individ-
ual words and whole phrases, few identical examples occur across the documents. 
Consequently, the lists of words do not include quantitative data, which is general 
practice in corpus linguistic analyses in particular when identifiying collocational 
patterns. Phrases or words indicating the same underlying meaning associated with 
women occur however repetedly across the data, and have been used to identify 
traces of the women-in-construction discourse [cf. 44].

https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
http://www.morrisroe.co.uk/our-careers/women-in-construction/
http://www.morrisroe.co.uk/our-careers/women-in-construction/
http://citbni.org.uk/Women-in-Construction-%25281%2529.aspx
http://citbni.org.uk/Women-in-Construction-%25281%2529.aspx


11

1 3

Gender Issues (2021) 38:1–24 

Qualities/Behaviors Indirectly Associated with Women

As shown in a number of general studies on typical characteristics ascribed to 
females and males [e.g. 6, 46], but also in studies with a particular focus on con-
struction [2, 18], and other industries [44], the perception of women and men as 
different by nature is notable in the data. Perceived gender differences are primarily 
shown in descriptions where women are recommended to acquire certain abilities 
to fit in, as shown in Table 2. The underlying message in the contexts where these 
words/phrases are found is that there are certain qualities pertaining to the existing 
workforce, that is men, and to fit in women need to acquire a number of skills per-
ceived as male. They need to ‘speak with authority’, as shown in the advice given by 
a South African quantity surveyor to women considering a job in the industry:

(4) “Absorb as much information as possible and speak with authority when 
the opportunity arises,” says Roji […]“Be calm and state your position with 
authority, not emotion, listen more and speak less.” https ://www.prope rty24 
.com/artic les/women -in-the-const ructi on-indus try/16127  (2012-08-27)

 A woman’s perceived inability to inspire power and authority is together with the 
idea of female subordination to men also shown in the excerpt, where the traditional 
perception of women as more emotional than men is mentioned [cf. 46], and where 
the recommendation to women working in the industry is to ‘listen more and speak 
less’.

The general advice, often given by other women, is, as communicated in (5), 
that women should remember that construction is after all a male industry [cf. 18]. 
Women therefore need to adjust their way of being to fit in and be accepted [cf. 44].

(5) Stay away from using ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘my’ too much rather ‘us’ and the word 
‘we’ more often, as this is more acceptable in the male dominated industry. 
https ://www.prope rty24 .com/artic les/women -in-the-const ructi on-indus try/16127  
(2012-08-27)

Table 2  Qualities/behaviors/capabilities mentioned in connection with women

The phrases are not listed in any particular order

To succeed in construction women need to:
Have problem-solving skills, be strong, be fit, put [their] own ideas forward, speak from the heart, 

believe in themselves, stand their ground, have knowledge, be proud of what [they] do, speak with 
authority, state [their] position, [show] no emotion, like pressure or heavy responsibility, be sensible 
and practical, be calm, [show] authority, listen more and speak less, be conservative in[their] 
approach, have experience working with a team-based environment, enjoy being in charge, be ready 
to carry the load, [use] the word ‘we’, have dress sense, be good at [their] job, be more vocal, be 
prepared to take risks, have a smile on their faces, be prepare to join the banter, be 100 percent right, 
swear, have a thick skin, have a good sense of humour, be good enough, strong, prove [themselves], 
work harder [than men], work twice as hard, prove [their]ability

Qualities/abilities directly ascribed to women:
Abilities to multi-task and negotiate, show compassion and understanding, offer solutions to ease 

process[es], [endowed with] a female perspective

https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
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They are recommended to act in ways that are traditionally seen as male. If they can 
do this the ‘rewards are great’, as suggested in a women-in-construction blog:

(6) “It is a position of power and you need to be ready to carry the load and 
enjoy being in charge. If you do not like pressure or heavy responsibility 
this is no the job for you, but the rewards are great when you compile and 
manage a successful team and project.” http://www.maker s.com/blog/women 
-in-const ructi on-indus try (2015-11-30)

The perception of women as less assertive than men also comes forward in these 
examples. They need to remember to ‘believe in themselves’ and ‘put their own 
ideas forward’ [cf. 44], at the same time as they contradictorily are recommended 
to stay away from challenging men, as shown in (7), the recommendation of a 
MBAWC (Master Builders Association of the Western Cape) executive member.

(7) When you know that you are 100 percent right, challenge your male coun-
terpart, they hate being shown up at the best of time. [And] […] while you are 
at it, do not score points by bringing your male counterpart down in front of a 
crowd. https ://www.prope rty24 .com/artic les/women -in-the-const ructi on-indus 
try/16127  (2012-08-27)

There are also a handful examples in the material where women’s and men’s per-
ceived differences are shown in qualities directly ascribed to women. These exam-
ples are more positive in the sense that they focus on what women can do rather 
than what they are lacking. The underlying conception is, however, that women and 
men are endowed with different qualities. Consequently, women entering the indus-
try are believed to add qualities that the existing workforce does not have. They are, 
for example, believed to have a natural ability to ‘multi-task’ and be endowed with 
communicative skills [cf. 20] as illustrated in (8), the words of an American contract 
manager, who also, as illustrated in (9), suggests that women, unlike men or more 
than men, can ‘show compassion and understanding’.

(8) “Be aware that you may have to work harder than the guy next to you for the 
same pay, but also know that you are well suited for your job based on your 
natural abilities to multi-task and negotiate,” she says. http://www.maker 
s.com/blog/women -in-const ructi on-indus try (2015-11-30)

(9) “I bring a new approach and attitude to project management than some of the 
men,” she says. “It’s an advantage being a woman when working with home-
owners during construction. I can show compassion and understanding when 
they are going through the upheavals inherent to construction. They are more 
comfortable confiding in a woman when it comes to these project hiccups, and 

http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
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that helps because I can offer solutions to ease the process.” http://www.maker 
s.com/blog/women -in-const ructi on-indus try (2015-11-30)

There are, as suggested below on the home page of a contracting company in Caifor-
nia, female as opposed male perspectives of things.

 (10) Her 27 years of experience as a designer and General Contractor coupled with a 
female perspective, provide her a deep understanding of how people use their 
homes, and a keen eye for creating inviting living spaces and wonderful curb 
appeal. http://www.build ergir l.com/ (2017-04)

Apart from suggesting that there are differences in terms of what women and men 
are likely to contribute with, these examples show a connection between women and 
social skills. Women are represented as more understanding than men. They are able 
to show compassion for other people, understood as contributing with a better work 
environment, as shown above in (3), and more likely than men to possess commu-
nicative and collaborative skills, such as the ability to negotiate and offer solutions 
that will ease processes [cf. 20]. See also Kelan’s [31] study of the construction 
of women in management literature, where it is argued that women are recruited 
because of their perceived feminine skills.

Qualities/Abilities Ascribed to Women Role Models

The qualities presented above are mainly ascribed to women not necessarily in con-
struction, although discussed in a construction context, but understood as pertain-
ing to women in general. There are also qualities directly ascribed to women, with-
out indirectly comparing them with men. The majority of them are references to or 
descriptions of women represented as role models for young new comers.

As suggested in the collocational profiles of “woman/women in construction” 
in particular, and shown in Table  3, the achievements of women who have suc-
ceeded in finding a place in construction are paid attention to and highlighted. These 
women are typically represented as successful role models for other women. They 
are represented as the most ‘talented female professionals’. They are ‘remarkable’ 
and ‘pioneering women’ full of enthusiasm and with a record of ‘excellent career 
progression’. They are extraordinary individuals, as shown in (11–12), referring to 
two extremely versatile women in construction, who, apart from working full time, 
or more, manage to study part-time, and still have time for social activities, as shown 
in the first example, or, as in the second, to train late every night, do personal train-
ing early in the morning, and, as suggested in the heading of the article, have time 
for manicure every week.

 (11) As well as working full time and studying part-time, Alex has still found time to 
take part in the Little Britain Challenge Cup – the Annual Construction Sailing 
Regatta in Cowes. http://citbn i.org.uk/Women -in-Const ructi on-%281%29.aspx 
(date unknown)

http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
http://www.buildergirl.com/
http://citbni.org.uk/Women-in-Construction-%25281%2529.aspx
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 (12) I try to work a good eight or nine-hour day. […] I also play rugby at an elite 
level […] I train pretty much every night until 9 pm and do personal training 
every morning when I wake up at 5.50 am. (http://www.teleg raph.co.uk/women 
/women s-busin ess/10320 077/Meet-the-femal e-brick ie-who-still -gets-her-nails 
-done-every -week.html) (2013-09-19)

The accomplishments of these women are often found on homepages and in reports 
from events where they are awarded prizes for their achievements. It is made evident 
that these “ideal” women are special, not only because of their knowledge and skills, 
but because they have managed to enter and stay in the industry. They have ‘put 
themselves out there’ and have been identified as ‘the ones “to watch” as they get 
a foothold in the industry’, as illustrated in (13). They have managed to overcome 
the barriers in a male-dominated industry, even if ‘the journey is not an easy one’, 
as articulated by a woman construction workers in an interview on women in the 
South African building industry (https ://www.prope rty24 .com/artic les/women -in-
the-const ructi on-indus try/16127 ). (September 2017)

 (13) The extensive PR campaigns showcasing the finalists is aimed at encouraging 
companies to employ and train more women in the sector and highlights the 
exciting opportunities for young women considering a career in construction.
[…] The Awards categories will recognise those women who are Pioneers in 
Innovation within the built environment as well as identifying those “Young 
entrepreneurs/rising stars’’ - who have put themselves out there and have 
been identified as the ones “to watch” as they get a foothold within their sector. 
http://www.women incon struc tion.co.za/(2017-06-07)

Table 3  Qualities/behaviors/capabilities ascribed to women role models

They are described as:
The brightest and best female achievers, pioneering women, remarkable women, the building sectors 

most talented female professionals, [contributing with] great work and craftsmanship, [having] 
extensive abilities, pioneers in innovation, enthusiastic, reliable, conscientious, strong character[s], 
qualified, skilled female workers, recognizing excellence, rising stars, pioneering trades-women, 
inspir[ing], provid[ing] skills, passionate, [having] a positive impact, showing professional capa-
bilities, [having] knowledge, [showing] passion for […] [their] work, [showing] integrity, deliver-
ing quality solutions, resilient, driven, hard-working, forging a career for themselves, build[ing] 
better futures, creating a better construction industry, challenging stereotypes, creating new ways 
of thinking, taking the lead, [showing] responsibility, [having] excellent career progression, being 
positive role models, strong female ambassadors, self-motivated, strong passionate women, success-
ful women, excellent role models, building a better country, inspir[ing], encouraging young people, 
striving to inspire, fantastic female role models, overcome[ing] barriers, build[ing] better futures, 
getting on and making choices, female achievers, seek [ing] out mentors, change agent[s], set[ting] a 
fine example for [other] women, set [ting] a fantastic example, challeng[ing] gender bias, changing 
the site culture, changing perceptions, driving for a change, challeng[ing] traditional assumptions, 
promot[ing] diversity, bring[ing] in new approaches and attitudes, changing traditional assumptions, 
young entrepreneurs, [individuals]making inroads into gender inequality, [changing]the ways guys 
are

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-business/10320077/Meet-the-female-brickie-who-still-gets-her-nails-done-every-week.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-business/10320077/Meet-the-female-brickie-who-still-gets-her-nails-done-every-week.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-business/10320077/Meet-the-female-brickie-who-still-gets-her-nails-done-every-week.html
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
http://www.womeninconstruction.co.za/(2017-06-07
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Another phenomenon shown in the data is that women who have managed to 
find a place in the industry are not only likely to function as role models for other 
women, they are expected to change the gender-biased culture of the industry. They 
are likely to drive for changes in recruitment methods, change traditional percep-
tions and assumptions and in doing so not only contribute to a better site culture, but 
a better country, as illustrated in the following two examples:

 (14) There are senior women in the industry setting fantastic example and driving 
for change in recruitment methods and perceptions to encourage more women 
to enter the industry. (http://citbn i.org.uk/Women -in Construction- %281%29.
aspx (2016-05-12)

 (15) It’s on the back of your achievements – and thousands of other women beyond 
this room - that we’re literally building a better country and making inroads 
into gender inequality. https ://www.gov.uk/gover nment /speec hes/champ ionin 
g-women -in-the-const ructi on-indus try (2015-01-08)

Like the results presented in Mayes and Pini’s [37] examination of the business case 
for employing women in the Australian mining industry, our material suggests that 
gender is all about women. Women alone are made responsible for changing the 
gender-biased culture of the industry, and contributing to a better country and world, 
while the rest of the industry is, ‘exempted from any substantial/structural change’ 
[37: p. 541]. The data also suggests, like the findings of Mayes and Pini’s study 
[37], that the very presence of women is believed to contribute with better behavior 
among men, as expressed by a woman working as a carpenter at one of UK’s lead-
ing concrete contractors:

 (16) ‘It’s the best site I’ve ever worked on. I feel welcomed and respected as both 
a woman and a carpenter. There are more women generally on site, and the 
increased visibility of women has changed the way the guys are with each 
other, as well as changing the site culture generally for the better.’ http://www.
morri sroe.co.uk/our-caree rs/women -in-const ructi on/(2016-04-16)

It is important to note that most of the qualities ascribed to these role models are, 
as shown in the table, rather general. They are skilled, knowledgeable, talented etc. 
without references to any specific skills needed in their jobs. It is also noticeable 
that these women’s achievements are often compared to the achievements of other 
women. They are typically referred to as remarkable women, the brightest and best 
female achievers, and the most talented female professionals rather than just remark-
able individuals.

http://citbni.org.uk/Women-in
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/championing-women-in-the-construction-industry
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/championing-women-in-the-construction-industry
http://www.morrisroe.co.uk/our-careers/women-in-construction/(2016-04-16
http://www.morrisroe.co.uk/our-careers/women-in-construction/(2016-04-16
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Women and Discrimination

The previous section suggests that women who manage to enter the male-domi-
nated world of construction are praised and paid attention to. By focusing on how 
women talk about their workplace, and mapping words referring to the workplace 
environment, additional information about the women-in-construction discourse 
was considered likely to emerge. As shown in many previous studies focusing on 
obstacles facing women in the industry [15, 16, 34, 45, 56], the pattern that emerged 
almost instantly indicated a close connection between construction and gender dis-
crimination. Words like harassment, sexism, discrimination, victimization and preju-
dice occur repeatedly across the material. Some of these words are of course used 
to discuss improvements or simply to state that discrimination is no more or has 
declined, but most of them are found in contexts where it is shown that individuals 
not perceived as living up to the male norm are excluded and discriminated. These 
findings are congruent with a survey of the UK construction industry, conducted in 
2017, (building.co.uk) where it was found that 73% of female engineers have experi-
enced sexual discrimination, harassment or victimization at work some time in their 
careers.

Words/phrases referring to discrimination or discriminatory attitudes are listed 
above in Table  4. The list includes both actual words for discrimination but also 
references to how women are treated, such as paid less, laughed at or touched. As 
shown, the forms of exclusions together with actual words for discrimination are 
varied and many. They include examples of women reporting that they are ‘not taken 
seriously’, ‘excluded from male conversations’, mocked and met with ‘subtle sex-
ism’, as shown in examples (17) and (18). The first one the words of a South African 
construction workers, and the second, those of a young Notre Dame graduate.

 (17) Apart from the fact that the industry is still male dominated, she points out that 
women are often second-guessed, not taken seriously and even plain ignored 
in a group environment. (https ://www.prope rty24 .com/artic les/women -inthe 
-const ructi on-indus try/16127  (2012-08-27).

Table 4  Words/phrases referring to gender-based discrimination

Discrimination, harassment, sexism, sexual discrimination, victimization, challenge, stereotype(s), 
prejudice, inappropriate comments or behavior, negative comments, lower pay, sexist, gender bar-
riers, stereotyping, stereotyped, sexist remarks, sexist attitudes, biased attitude, gender pay gap, 
glass-ceiling, cat-calls, whistleblowing, wolfwhistle, whistles, bullying, assaults, threatened with 
rape, harassed, patronizing and belittling attitudes, intimidation, violence, second-guessed, not 
taken seriously, overlooked, ignored in group environment, treated worse than men, treated [poorly], 
demeaning comments, laughed at, isolated, not level, excluded from male conversations, pressured 
to fit in, given the cold shoulder, understood as assistants, passed over for promotion, paid less, 
commented on, lower wages, treated as a porcelain doll, unfriendly [attitudes], [called] hot lesbians, 
touched inappropriately, mocked, grabbed, intimidated with pretended sex acts, slapped on the 
bottom, pornographic pictures, old boys club, called useless, spastic and bimbo, looked down on, 
pushed to the side

https://www.property24.com/articles/women-inthe-construction-industry/16127
https://www.property24.com/articles/women-inthe-construction-industry/16127
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 (18) A female office engineer describes subtle sexism of the industry: “Even after 
attending a male-dominated science and tech high school and completing a 
male-dominated civil engineering major, it was only once Caroline, a 2014 
Notre Dame graduate, started working that she felt surrounded by an ‘old boys 
club’ — the air clouded with off-handed, subtly demeaning comments toward 
women in general”. http://www.maker s.com/blog/women -in-const ructi on-indus 
try (2015-11-30)

Bullying and ‘verbal harassment’ by drunken males are additional examples of 
overt discrimination female construction workers face at work, as shown in (19), the 
reported words of a Cambodian construction worker.

 (19) Unlike my friends who work in factories, I prefer working in construction as 
my whole family is here with me. Yet despite being close to my loved ones I 
face verbal harassment from male co-workers when they are drunk at night. 
(http://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictu res-39102 989 (2017-03-13)

Example (20) is an excerpt from a report on the serious abuse a female construction 
worker suffered at a workplace in Melbourne.

 (20) The Victorian Supreme Court heard that between August 2008 to July 2010 
fellow workers threatened her with rape, touched her inappropriately 
and mocked her about sex toys and sexual acts (http://www.abc.net.au/
news/2015-12-17/femal e-const ructi on-worke r-award ed-1.3m-sexua lhara 
ssmen t/70390 62).

There are also a number of contexts where discrimination is the case, but no par-
ticular word for it is used. To ask a woman who is applying for a job, if she is call-
ing on behalf of her husband is one such example, as illustrated in (21), or as in 
(22) belittling comments concerning women’s physical appeareance, or statements 
questioning women’s presence in the industry. Both examples come from an arti-
cle about gender and construction in The Guardian, problematized in relation to the 
huge demand on female builders.

 (21) “Ninety seven percent of all jobs on building sites are recruited by word of 
mouth and personal recommendation. Only 3% are advertised, and when 
women apply, they are often given the cold shoulder. “One woman rang 
about a bricklaying job,” Procter says, “and was asked, “Are you applying on 
behalf of your husband, love?”“ https ://www.thegu ardia n.com/world /2006/
aug/14/gende r.uk (2006-08-14)

 (22) “The worst moments,” says Sheridan, “are when men say to you, “Don’t break 
your nails, love,” or, if we are gutting a kitchen, ‘Shouldn’t you be cooking in 

http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in-construction-industry
http://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictures-39102989
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-17/female-construction-worker-awarded-1.3m-sexualharassment/7039062
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-17/female-construction-worker-awarded-1.3m-sexualharassment/7039062
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-17/female-construction-worker-awarded-1.3m-sexualharassment/7039062
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/aug/14/gender.uk
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/aug/14/gender.uk
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this, not building it?” (https ://www.thegu ardia n.com/world /2006/aug/14/gende 
r.uk) (2006-08-14)

The focus on women’s physical appearance, many of them with sexual undertones, 
is also shown in the collocational profile of “woman/women builders.” See also 
Wright’s [60] study where it is reported that appearance and dress constitute a com-
mon concern for women in construction, and where fitting in in terms of appearance 
is seen in relation to the male norm.

Like the examples found in Denissen’s [16] study of how women in the US 
construction manage gender identities at work, there are also examples in our 
material showing that women are understood as in need of more help than other 
workers, as shown in the words uttered by a female American ironworker:

 (23) Ambra Melendez, a [sic] ironworker […] [reports] that she often feels like 
men treat women as delicately as a ‘porcelain doll’. ‘When it comes to me 
lifting things, I sometimes have to push [men] out of the way and go and do 
it. […] ‘I have to constantly show them that I can do this before they take it 
away from me.’ (http://www.huffi ngton post.co.uk/entry /femal e-const ructi 
on-worke rs-hard-hatte d-women _n_59784 64) (2014-01-01).

As stated, such acts may appear positive, but in the long run they reinforce ideas that 
women are deviant workers not strong enough, physically or otherwise, to work in 
the industry.

To compensate for demeaning attitudes or feelings of not being “real” work-
ers, there are a number of examples in the material of women stating that they 
constantly need to prove their ability (these examples as listed in Table 2 together 
with other abilities women need to have to succeed in the industry). To be 
accepted they overcompensate and work harder and even twice as hard as men, as 
shown in the following three excerpts. The words of women from three different 
construction sites in the world.

 (24) “I do feel a sort of inherent need to prove everyone else that I can keep up 
with the demands of the job,” Caroline says. “It’s a macho´ industry where 
everybody works long hours and nobody wants to admit any weakness, […]” 
(http://www.maker s.com/blog/women -in construction-industry (2015-11-
30).

 (25) The Somali women are preferred more than the Somali men because we work 
harder and are more reliable. (https ://www.tumpl r.com/searc h/femal e con-
struction worker) (2014-01-01)

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/aug/14/gender.uk
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/aug/14/gender.uk
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/female-construction-workers-hard-hatted-women_n_5978464
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/female-construction-workers-hard-hatted-women_n_5978464
http://www.makers.com/blog/women-in
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 (26) As a woman one constantly has to prove one’s ability – having to work twice 
as hard as the males. (https ://www.prope rty24 .com/artic les/women -in-the-
const ructi on-indus try/16127 ) (2012-08-27)

Altogether, the recurrence of similar expressions and statements clearly shows that 
discrimination is a serious issue in construction. Like the examples presented in the 
section above, women alone seem to be responsible for changing biased gender atti-
tudes. Women should seek support by other women in women’s organizations and 
report misbehavior, otherwise ‘company leaders don’t see a problem and don’t do 
anything to correct behaviors’ (http://www.tripl epund it.com/write rs). Women alone 
are understood as responsible for the upbringing of their children. They ‘need to 
take a stance and teach […] [their] children differently’ (https ://www.prope rty24 
.com/artic les/women -in-the-const ructi on-indus try/16127 ), as discussed in an article 
on women in the South African construction industry.

Discussion and Concluding Words

This study has analyzed how women in construction are discursively represented in 
materials produced by actors in the global construction industry. It has been shown 
that stereotypical notions of what constitutes the feminine contribute to perceptions 
of women as not really belonging in the industry. By mapping and analyzing quali-
ties and abilities mentioned in connection with women two categories of description 
emerged from the material: women in general and women role models. The histori-
cal perception of women as passive, more emotional and less assertive than men is 
made visible in the first category. The message is that there are certain qualities that 
women need to acquire to succeed in the industry. The latter category includes qual-
ities ascribed to women who have found a place in construction. These women differ 
significantly from the representation of women in the first category. They are repre-
sented as extremely successful and hardworking. They are examples other women 
need to follow. It is, however, made evident that what these role models or “ideal” 
women are expected to contribute with goes far beyond what is part of the actual job 
in construction. As role models for other women, they are not only likely to work 
twice as hard as men to show that they fit in, they are also expected to change the 
male culture of the industry and contribute to a better work environment [cf. 37].

Another striking finding is that sexual harassment is a recurring theme when 
women talk about their workplace. References to forms of exclusion together with 
actual words for discrimination occur repeatedly across the documents, showing 
that gendered and sexualized interactions persist in the industry, despite laws 
and regulations to prevent them. Wright [60] reports that professional women do 
not seem to be subject to the same degree of sexual harassment as those in non-
professional trades. One reason for this, as problematized by Paap [45], is that 
the greater the physical distance from the corporate headquarters is, the easier 
it is to ignore formal policies [see also 50]. Considering that this study includes 

https://www.property24.com/articles/women-in-the-construction-industry/16127
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more examples of women in professional than non-professional trades, the results 
appear as even more noteworthy.

The present study has shown that corpus linguistic methods can contribute 
with valuable information in discourse analysis. Recurring words and phrases 
found in connection with women in construction have been used as indications 
of how people in the industry conceptualize and treat women workers. It has been 
shown that what on the surface may be understood as indications of a more gen-
der inclusive workplace environment may be misleading. Although the overall 
message in the material is that there are many opportunities for women in con-
struction, closer analysis of recurring words used to define and talk about women 
in the same material, quite contradictorily shows that the most persistent concep-
tion of the industry is that it is a sexualized workplace infused with traditional 
notions of what constitutes feminine and masculine behaviors and abilities, and 
where the masculine constitutes the norm. Such patterns of representation may 
perhaps not be equally likely to be found in individual documents on beforehand 
selected [35]. Although this study is based on a rather limited number of docu-
ments, the results are nonetheless indicative of commonly realized women-in-
construction discourses.

There are indeed examples of women in the material investigated who report that 
they enjoy their jobs and their co-workers, but in light of the extreme visibility of 
examples of sexual harassment across the documents together with the conception 
of women as not really having the “natural” abilities for a job in the industry [cf. 2, 
18], it is likely that the industry will continue to be one of the most gender-segre-
gated industries in the world. If the construction industry is to succeed in attracting 
women, and also other workers deviating from the existing male norm, gender is an 
issue that needs to be taken seriously. Although there are reported improvements 
in this respect, conflicting discourses and messages concerning female participa-
tion need to be made visible and problematized among all workers. Gender equal-
ity cannot, as has been shown, be a woman’s issue that will be reached by means 
of increasing the number of women in the industry with the expectations that the 
women entering the industry will change the culture and even civilize men.

This study is a contribution to the increasing number of studies using linguistic 
methods to study gender in discourse analysis. Since gender appears to be a serious 
issue in the construction industry, further similar studies are encouraged. This study 
has presented findings from documents in English. It is possible that data including 
other languages would have yielded a somewhat different result. Future studies cov-
ering data in other languages than English are therefore encouraged. Our study has 
provided indication on how women in the construction industry are perceived world-
wide. Future studies could include in-depth analysis of how women are discursively 
represented in individual workplaces or countries. Further studies could focus on the 
representation of gender in a particular text type, e.g. on-line newspapers or home-
pages. Corpus-linguistic methods could also be used to explore the representation of 
men and their experience of the workplace both on a national and international level.

Acknowledgments Open access funding provided by Lulea University of Technology.



21

1 3

Gender Issues (2021) 38:1–24 

Funding No funding to report.

Compliance with Ethical Standards 

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen 
ses/by/4.0/.

References

 1. Acker, J. (1990). Hierarchies, jobs, bodies: A theory of gendered organizations. Gender & society, 
4(2), 139–158.

 2. Agapiou, A. (2002). Perceptions of gender roles and attitudes toward work among male and female 
operatives in the Scottish construction industry. Construction Management & Economics, 20(8), 
697–705. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01446 19021 00002 4989.

 3. Ashcraft Lee, K. (2007). Appreciating the ‘work’ of discourse: Occupational identity and difference 
as organizing mechanisms in the case of commercial airline pilots. Discourse & Communication, 
1(1), 9–36. https ://doi.org/10.1177/17504 81307 07198 2.

 4. Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2018). 4125.0—Gender Indicators, Australia, Sep 2018—Eco-
nomic Security. Retrieved April 21, 2020. Downloaded from: https ://www.abs.gov.au/ausst ats/
abs@.nsf/Looku p/by%20Sub ject/4125.0~Sep%20201 8~Main%20Fea tures ~Econo mic%20Sec urity 
~4

 5. Baker, P. (2006). Using corpora in discourse analysis. London: Bloomsbury.
 6. Baker, P. (2014). Using corpora to analyze gender. London: Bloomsbury Academic.
 7. Baker, P., & Levon, E. (2015). Picking the right cherries? A comparison of corpus-based and quali-

tative analyses of news articles about masculinity. Discourse and Communication, 9(2), 1–16. https 
://doi.org/10.1177/17504 81314 56854 2.

 8. Baker, P., & McEnery, T. (2005). A corpus-based approach to discourses of refugees and asylum 
seekers in UN and newspaper texts. Journal of Language and Politics, 4(2), 197–226. https ://doi.
org/10.1075/jlp.4.2.04bak .

 9. Baker, P., Gabrielatos, C., Khosravinik, M., Krzyzanowski, M., McEnery, T., & Wodak, R. (2008). 
A useful methodological synergy? Combining critical discourse analysis and corpus linguistics to 
examine discourses of refugees and asylum seekers in the UK press. Discourse & Society, 19(3), 
273–306. https ://doi.org/10.1177/09579 26508 08896 2.

 10. Baxter, J., & Wallace, K. (2009). Outside in-group and out-group identities? Constructing male soli-
darity and female exclusion in UK builders’ talk. Discourse & Society, 20(4), 411–429. https ://doi.
org/10.1177/09579 26509 10402 1.

 11. Bergh, G. (2005). Min(d)ing English language data on the web: What can google tell us? ICAME 
Journal, 9, 25–46.

 12. Bryce, T., Far, H., & Gardner, A. (2019). Barriers to career advancement for female engineers in 
Australia’s civil construction industry and recommended solutions. Australian Journal of Civil 
Engineering, 17(1), 1–10. https ://doi.org/10.1080/14488 353.2019.15780 55.

 13. Caldas-Coulthard, C. R., & Moon, R. (2010). Curvy, hunky, kinky: Using corpora as tools for criti-
cal analysis. Discourse and Society, 21(2), 99–133. https ://doi.org/10.1177/09579 26509 35384 3.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144619021000024989
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481307071982
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4125.0%7eSep%202018%7eMain%20Features%7eEconomic%20Security%7e4
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4125.0%7eSep%202018%7eMain%20Features%7eEconomic%20Security%7e4
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4125.0%7eSep%202018%7eMain%20Features%7eEconomic%20Security%7e4
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481314568542
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481314568542
https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.4.2.04bak
https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.4.2.04bak
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926508088962
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926509104021
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926509104021
https://doi.org/10.1080/14488353.2019.1578055
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926509353843


22 Gender Issues (2021) 38:1–24

1 3

 14. Clarke, L., Frydendal Pedersen, E., Michielsens, E., & Susman, B. (2005). The European construc-
tion social partners: Gender equality in theory and practice’. European Journal of Industrial Rela-
tions, 11(2), 151–177. https ://doi.org/10.1177/09596 80105 05396 1.

 15. Dainty, A. R. J., Bagilhole, B. M., & Neale, R. H. (2000). A grounded theory of women’s career 
under-achievement in large UK construction companies. Construction Management and Economics, 
18(2), 239–250. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01446 19003 70861 .

 16. Denissen, A. M. (2010). The right tools for the job: Constructing gender meaning and iden-
tities in the male-dominated building trades. Human Relations, 63, 1051–1069. https ://doi.
org/10.1177/00187 26709 34992 2.

 17. Eisenberg, S. (2004). Still waiting after all these years: women in the US construction Industry. In 
L. Clarke, L. Pedersen, E. F. Michielsens, B. Susman, & C. Wall (Eds.), Women in construction (pp. 
190–209). Brussels: European Institute for Construction Labour Research.

 18. English, J., & Hay, P. (2015). Black South African women in construction: Cues for suc-
cess. Journal of Engineering, Design and Technology, 13(1), 144–164. https ://doi.org/10.1108/
JEDT-06-2013-0043.

 19. Fairclough, N., & Wodak, R. (1997). Critical discourse analysis. In T. van Dijk (Ed.), Discourse 
as social interaction (pp. 258–284). London: SAGE.

 20. Fältholm, Y., & Norberg, C. (2017). Gender diversity and innovation in mining—A corpus-based 
discourse analysis. International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship, 9(4), 359–376. https 
://doi.org/10.1108/IJGE-06-2017-0029.

 21. Fielden, S. L., Davidson, M. J., Gale, A. W., & Davey, C. L. (2000). Women in construction: 
The untapped resource. Construction Management and Economics, 18(1), 113–121. https ://doi.
org/10.1080/01446 19003 71004 s.

 22. Foucault, M. (1972). The archaeology of knowledge. London: Tavistock.
 23. French, E., & Strachan, G. (2015). Women at work! Evaluating equal employment policies and 

outcomes in construction. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 34(3), 
227–243. https ://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-11-2013-0098.

 24. Galea, N., Powell, A., Loosemore, M., & Chappell, L. (2015). Designing robust and revisable 
policies for gender equality: Lessons from the Australian construction industry. Construction 
Management and Economics, 22(5–6), 375–389. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01446 193.2015.10428 
87.

 25. George, M., & Loosemore, M. (2019). Site operatives’ attitudes towards traditional masculin-
ity ideology in the Australian construction industry. Construction Management and Economics, 
37(8), 419–432. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01446 193.2018.15357 13.

 26. GMB Union. (2019). Gender equality in construction will take 200  years. Retrieved April 
21, 2020. Downloaded from: https ://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gende r-equal ity-const ructi 
on-will-take-200-years 

 27. Hayes, N. (2002). Did manual workers want industrial welfare? Canteens, latrines and masculin-
ity on British building sites 1918–1970. Journal of Social History, 35(3), 367–658. https ://doi.
org/10.1353/jsh.2002.0019s .

 28. Iacuone, D. (2005). Real men are tough guys: Hegemonic masculinity and safety in the construction 
industry. The Journal of Men’s Studies, 13(2), 247–266. https ://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.247.

 29. Jaworska, S., & Krishnamurthy, R. (2012). On the F word: A corpus-based analysis of the media 
representation of feminism in British and German press discourse, 1990–2009. Discourse & Soci-
ety, 23(4), 401–431. https ://doi.org/10.1177/09579 26512 44111 3.

 30. Kanter, R. M. (1977). Some effect of proportions on group life: Skewed sex ratios andresponses to 
token women. American Journal of Sociology, 82, 965–991.

 31. Kelan, E. K. (2008). The discursive construction of gender in contemporary management literature. 
Journal of Business Ethics, 81(2), 427–445.

 32. Lu, S. L., & Sexton, M. (2010). Career journeys and turning points of senior female managers in 
small construction firms. Construction Management and Economics, 28(2), 125–139. https ://doi.
org/10.1080/01446 19090 32804 50.

 33. Madikizela, K., & Haupt, T. (2010). Influences on women’s choices of careers in construction: A 
South African study. Australasian Journal of Construction Economics and Building, 10(1–2), 1–15. 
https ://doi.org/10.5130/ajceb .v10i1 /2.1582.

 34. Matthews, C., Monk-Turner, E., & Sumter, M. (2010). Promotional opportunities: How women in 
corrections perceive their chances for advancement at work. Gender Issues, 27, 53–56.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680105053961
https://doi.org/10.1080/014461900370861
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709349922
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709349922
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEDT-06-2013-0043
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEDT-06-2013-0043
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJGE-06-2017-0029
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJGE-06-2017-0029
https://doi.org/10.1080/014461900371004s
https://doi.org/10.1080/014461900371004s
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-11-2013-0098
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2015.1042887
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2015.1042887
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2018.1535713
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gender-equality-construction-will-take-200-years
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gender-equality-construction-will-take-200-years
https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh.2002.0019s
https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh.2002.0019s
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.247
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926512441113
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446190903280450
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446190903280450
https://doi.org/10.5130/ajceb.v10i1/2.1582


23

1 3

Gender Issues (2021) 38:1–24 

 35. Mautner, G. (2005). Time to get wired: using web-based corpora in critical discourse analysis. Dis-
course & Society, 16(6), 809–828. https ://doi.org/10.1177/09579 26505 05666 1.

 36. Mautner, G. (2016). Checks and balance: How corpus studies can contribute to CDA. In M. Wodak 
(Ed.), Methods of critical discourse studies (3rd ed., pp. 1–22). Los Angeles: SAGE.

 37. Mayes, R., & Pini, B. (2014). The Australian mining industry and the ideal miningwoman: Mobiliz-
ing a public business case for gender equality. Journal of Industrial Relations, 56(4), 527–546. https 
://doi.org/10.1177/00221 85613 51420 6.

 38. Mills, S. (1997). Discourse. London: Routledge.
 39. Naoum, S. G., Harris, J., Rizzuto, J., & Egbu, C. (2020). Gender in the construction industry: lit-

erature review and comparative survey of men’s and women’s perceptions in UK construction con-
sultancies. Journal of Management in Engineering, 36(2), 12p. https ://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)
ME.1943-5479.00007 31.

 40. National Association of Women in Construction. (2020). Statistics of women in construction. 
Retrieved April 21, 2020. Downloaded from: https ://www.nawic .org/nawic /Stati stics .asp

 41. Navarro-Astor, E., Román-Onsalo, M., & Infante-Perea, M. (2017). Women’s career development in 
the construction industry across 15 years: Main barriers. Journal of Engineering Design and Tech-
nology, 15(2), 199–221. https ://doi.org/10.1108/JEDT-07-2016-0046.

 42. Ness, N. (2012). Constructing masculinity in the building trades: Most jobs in the construction 
industry can be done by women. Gender Work & Organization, 9(6), 654–676. https ://doi.org/10.11
11/j.1468-0432.2010.00551 .x.

 43. Norberg, C. (2016). Naughty boys and sexy girls: The representstion of young individuals in 
a web-based corpus of English. Journal of English Linguistics, 44(4), 291–317. https ://doi.
org/10.1177/00754 24216 66567 2.

 44. Norberg, C., & Fältholm, Y. (2018). “Learn to blend in!”: A corpus-based analysis of the repre-
sentation of women in mining. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, 37(7), 698–712. https ://doi.
org/10.1108/EDI-12-2017-0270.

 45. Paap, K. (2006). Working construction: Why white working-class men put themselves—And the 
labour movement-in harm’s way. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press.

 46. Pearce, M. (2008). Investigating the collocational behaviour of MAN and WOMAN in the BNC 
using Sketch Engine. Corpora, 3(1), 1–29.

 47. Powell, A., & Sang, K. (2013). Equality, diversity and inclusion in the construction Indus-
try. Construction Management and Economics, 31(8), 795–801. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01446 
193.2013.83726 3.

 48. Renouf, A. A., & Kehoe, A. (2013). Using the WebCorp Linguist’s Search Engine to supplement 
existing resources. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics, 18(2), 167–198.

 49. Romaine, S. (1999). Communicating Gender. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
 50. Sanders, S. M., & Easteal, P. (2013). The nature, pervasiveness and manifestations of sexual harass-

ment in rural Australia: Does ‘masculinity’ of workplace make a difference? Women Studies Inter-
national Forum, 40, 121–1313. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2013.05.013.

 51. Schroeter, M., & Veniard, M. (2016). Contrastive analysis of keywords in discourses: Intégration 
and integration in French and German discourses about migration. International Journal of Lan-
guage and Culture, 3(1), 1–33.

 52. Shrestha, B. K., Choi, J. O., Shrestha, P. P., Lim, J., & Nikkhah Manesh, S. (2020). Employment and 
wage distribution investigation in the construction industry by gender. Journal of Management in 
Engineering, 36(4), 1–8.

 53. Skarpenes, O., & Nilsen, A.-C. E. (2015). Regional gender inequality in the Norwegian culture of 
equality. Gender Issues, 32, 39–56.

 54. Stergiou-Kita, M., Mansfield, E., Colantonio, A., Garritano, E., Lafrance, M., Lewko, J., et  al. 
(2015). Danger zone: Men, masculinity and occupational health and safety in high risk occupations. 
Safety Science, 80, 213–220. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2015.07.029.

 55. Styhre, A. (2011). The overworked site manager: Gender ideologies in the construction Indus-
try. Construction Management and Economics, 29, 943–955. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01446 
193.2011.58895 5.

 56. Watts, J. H. (2007). Porn, pride and pessimism: Experiences of women working in professional con-
struction roles. Work, Employment Society, 21(2), 299–316.

 57. WebCorp Live homepage. (2019). WebCorp Live: Concordance the web in real-time. Retrieved 
October 22, 2019 from http://www.webco rp.org.uk/live/

 58. West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1987). Doing gender. Gender & Society, 1(2), 125–151.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926505056661
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185613514206
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185613514206
https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)ME.1943-5479.0000731
https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)ME.1943-5479.0000731
https://www.nawic.org/nawic/Statistics.asp
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEDT-07-2016-0046
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0432.2010.00551.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0432.2010.00551.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0075424216665672
https://doi.org/10.1177/0075424216665672
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-12-2017-0270
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-12-2017-0270
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2013.837263
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2013.837263
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2013.05.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2015.07.029
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2011.588955
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2011.588955
http://www.webcorp.org.uk/live/


24 Gender Issues (2021) 38:1–24

1 3

 59. Widdowson, H. G. (2004). On the limitations of linguistics applied. Applied Linguistics, 21(1), 
3–25. https ://doi.org/10.1093/appli n/21.1.3.

 60. Wright, T. (2013). Uncovering sexuality and gender: An intersectional examination of women’s 
experience in UK construction. Construction Management and Economics, 31(8), 832–844. https ://
doi.org/10.1080/01446 193.2013.79429 7.

 61. Wright, T. (2016). Gender and sexuality in male-dominated occupations: Women Working in Con-
struction and Transport. UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/21.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2013.794297
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2013.794297

	“Women and “Ideal” Women”: The Representation of Women in the Construction Industry
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Gender in Construction
	Gender: A Social Construction
	Language a Powerful Tool to Study Discourses
	Method and Material
	Women in the Construction Industry
	The Overarching Discourse
	QualitiesAbilities Associated with Women
	QualitiesBehaviors Indirectly Associated with Women
	QualitiesAbilities Ascribed to Women Role Models

	Women and Discrimination

	Discussion and Concluding Words
	Acknowledgments 
	References




