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Stream: Theorising equality and diversity in crisis?

Tessa Wright

Gender, sexuality and class in the transport and construction industries

This paper argues that an intersectional approach - that explores how gender, sexuality and class are interwoven - can offer useful insights into occupational gender segregation. A better understanding of the heterogeneity of women’s experience in male-dominated occupations may assist in the recruitment and retention of women in traditionally male work sectors, thus supporting policies to reduce occupational gender segregation. The paper presents some preliminary findings from research into the experiences of heterosexual, lesbian and bisexual women in skilled manual and professional occupations in two of the most heavily male-dominated industrial sectors in the UK, transport and construction. 

Despite huge changes in women’s participation in the labour market, these sectors have remained resistant to change, with no improvement in the proportions of women in employment in construction since the 1970s (EOC, 2006). Yet the paper finds a number of initiatives taking place in the UK to address occupational gender segregation, as part of measures to reduce the persistent gender pay gap. It argues that in sectors that have seen little change in their gender balance, targeted and strategic measures are required to increase the numbers of women. But such initiatives are at risk from changes in political leadership, as well as during an economic recession when ‘business case’ arguments for addressing skills shortages through the recruitment of women are harder to make. 

Based on evidence from industry experts and women workers, the paper discusses some initiatives to increase women’s participation in non-traditionally female work, and examines the perceived barriers to women’s entry and progression in such work and the ways in which some women overcome these.
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