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The construction industry is the most male-dominated in

Australia, despite companies implementing formal policies
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examined the role of workplace culture as a barrier to

women in the industry, our research investigates the role

informal institutions play in obstructing gender equity in

construction. We examine the gendered dimension of infor-

mal institutions (practices, narratives and norms) in two

multinational Australian construction companies using femi-

nist institutional (FI) theory and rapid ethnography. The

findings show that informal gendered institutions obstruct

women’s recruitment, retention and progression in con-
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framed by male sponsorship, cultural fit and traditional edu-

cation pipelines. Retention is compromised by poor parental

leave practices and norms, which tolerate sexism and gen-

der stereotypes, as well as unsustainable work practices.

Progression is impaired by the need for strategic alliances

with powerful men and a lack of transparency around pro-

motion opportunities.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The construction industry is the most male-dominated sector in Australia: in 2016, women represented only

12 per cent of the workforce, a decrease from 17 per cent in 2006 (ABS, 2006, 2016). Among professional

and managerial roles, women represent 14 per cent of staff (ABS, 2012). Men dominate senior and project

delivery roles, while women congregate in junior, part-time and support roles such as human resources and

marketing. Early enthusiasm by women entering construction professions and their future careers in the sector

diminishes with increased exposure to the workplace as they experience relative disadvantage and inequality in

pay and promotional opportunities compared to their male counterparts (Dainty, Bagilhole, & Neale, 2000).

These experiences take their toll with women leaving the construction professions almost 39 per cent faster

than their male colleagues (APESMA, 2007).

In the construction industry, despite years of formal policies and research to address gender inequities (Powell,

Bagilhole, & Dainty, 2009; Watts, 2007a, 2007b), male dominance and a masculine workplace culture remains. Past

research has been extensive and details how the construction sector has attempted to address gender equity by rais-

ing awareness of women’s career opportunities in the construction industry, establishing support networks for

women, promoting the business case for gender equity, using female role models and mentoring, flexible work hours,

childcare and reporting on the impact of policies and practices (Greed, 2006). Despite these initiatives, barriers to

gender equity in construction remain, including a lack of networking opportunities, challenges in achieving a work–

life balance and gendered discourses (Barnard, Powell, Bagilhole, & Dainty, 2010; Sang & Powell, 2012). Further

problems include bias and discrimination in construction company policies and procedures and the heavy and dirty

nature of work which takes place during unsociable hours and in remote locations (Wilkinson, 2006). The continued

dominance of a culture which emphasizes long hours and ‘presenteeism’ — understood here as the expectation that

one is present on the job, regardless of whether or not the employee has work to be completed — is also an ongoing

issue (Powell et al., 2009; Watts, 2007a, 2007b).

Recent research by Galea, Powell, Loosemore, and Chappell (2015) has been instrumental in demonstrating the

value of new institutional (NI) theory in critiquing the ‘robustness’ and ‘revisability’ of formal policies designed to

address gender equity. Through a documentary analysis and drawing directly on the work of Vivien Lowndes (2003;

Lowndes & Roberts, 2013), Galea et al. (2015) showed a mismatch between core company values, company policies

to address gender inequalities and the implementation of these policies. Often, these policies position women as

both the problem and solution, adopting a ‘fix’ women response, with no attention to how men and masculinity oper-

ate on-site. Galea et al. (2015) also found that such policies frequently lack consistency, coherence and coordination

across different policy areas, resulting in confused messaging which enables the dominant masculine culture to

remain intact. A major identified problem was that there are few, if any, rewards or sanctions for achieving (or failing

to achieve) formal gender equity objectives. Furthermore, the adoption of a ‘one size fits all’ approach, to a problem

that operates in different ways across an organization, is problematic. Galea et al. (2015) concluded that formal poli-

cies often fail to address the problems they were created to resolve, in part because competing formal rules and

informal practices and narratives interfere with the effective implementation of formal policies, making it difficult for

these policies to ‘stick’.

Having demonstrated the value of NI theory as a conceptual lens to explore the interaction of formal and infor-

mal rules, this article elaborates on the specific function informal rules play in maintaining gender inequity in con-

struction and examines how these informal rules interact with the formal. Specifically, it investigates the gendered

nature of informal rules in construction and asks what role informal rules play in obstructing gender equity across

three career stages: recruitment, retention and progression. Our contribution to knowledge is threefold. Methodo-

logically, we go beyond many existing studies on gender in the construction industry to collect data about gender

from both women and men, rather than just women. We also adopt a rapid ethnographic approach, recognizing that

access to the often ‘taken for granted’ is hard to collect from interviews and survey data alone. Empirically, our study

operationalizes the feminist institutional (FI) concepts of gender rules, rules about gender and the role of gendered
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actors (discussed further below) and, in doing so, tests how far these concepts ‘travel’ outside the political sphere

where they have predominantly been used to date (e.g., Krook and Mackay, 2011; Lowndes, 2019), guiding the way

for others to apply this theory to a much broader range of cases, including other industries. Theoretically, the FI lens

allows us to go beyond most existing research on women in male-dominated fields, much of which pays attention to

either formal rules, such as flexible work practices, parental leave and so forth, and/or the impact of organizational

culture on women (e.g., Dainty & Lingard, 2006; French & Strachan, 2013; Lingard & Francis, 2004, 2007; Watts,

2009; Wright, 2016). It rarely looks at the interaction between the formal and informal, which FI enables us to do

here, thus unveiling the constellation of rules that shape behaviours within an organization. Furthermore, FI enables

us to tease out the processes and practices that perpetuate and maintain the masculine culture, which has been well

documented by others.

1.1 | Informal institutions and gender equity

Organizations are not gender-neutral (Connell, 2005). Feminist institutionalism, a paradigm of ‘new institutional-

ism’, argues that in every organization, both formal and informal institutions in the form of rules, practices and

narratives are gendered (Chappell, 2006; Mackay, Kenny, & Chappell, 2011). Institutions are rules that embed

stable reoccurring patterns of behaviour that operate with a twofold effect in our workplace and society: they

prescribe and proscribe which behaviours are acceptable and which are not (March & Olsen, 1984, p. 747). As

such, institutions are different to organizations, the latter being the ‘arena of action’ in which institutions oper-

ate (Lowndes, 2019). Institutions can be both ‘formal’ (e.g., codes of conduct, contracts, procedures, policies,

laws) and ‘informal’ (e.g., norms, practices and narratives) (Lowndes & Roberts, 2013; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991).

Formal rules are written down and made public in published organizational policies and guidelines and usually

include explicit mechanisms for third-party enforcement (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004; Lowndes and Wilson, 2003).

In contrast, informal rules are often undocumented, tacit, taken for granted and not written down, although

they can sometimes be better known and understood than formal rules (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004; Lauth, 2000;

Lowndes & Roberts, 2013). For instance, understanding the appropriate attire to wear to a job interview; pro-

viding superiors with offices in open-plan workspaces; and for instance, in the Australian construction industry,

working Saturdays regardless of level, duties or agreed work hours. Informal institutions perform a variety of

positive and negative functions, substituting for formal rules that do not work or being used by vested interest

groups to undermine formal rules that do (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004). Both formal and informal rules are an

inevitable part of organizational life and are constantly evolving, being designed and constructed by actors over

time through a process of negotiation, conflict and contestation. Together formal and informal rules produce

‘stable, valued, reoccurring patterns of behaviour’ (Huntington, 1968, p. 12) that determine ‘how things are done

around here’ in organizations (Lowndes, 2014, p. 688). As Lowndes (2019) states,

the real prize of feminist institutionalism is to better understand how distinctive modes of constraint work

together in practice and to establish what this means for processes of institutional design and change.

(pp. 9–10)

Numerous studies have observed the gendered impact of both formal and informal institutions in determining

the career experiences and fortunes of women in many different types of organizational settings. For example,

O’Neil and Hopkins (2015) critique the gendered impact of organizational systems on women’s career progression

arguing that ‘fixing women’ arguments — such as those that propose the need to boost women’s confidence in seek-

ing promotion — do not work. They argue such an approach ignores the many social, cultural and organizational

norms that elevate men as ‘natural’ leaders over women, which cumulatively act to ensure that women remain

underrepresented in senior positions in many organizations. As Chappell (2015) states
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gender operates as a set of norms and practices on and under the surface of institutions, in ways that pro-

foundly shape their design, paths and outcomes, including future policy direction and opportunities for

reform. (p. 19)

Gender as an analytical term, has conventionally been used as a ‘category’ to describe the perceived differences

between men and women and by extension, the cultural symbolism assigned to masculinity and femininity

(Beckwith, 2005). However, feminist institutionalists, in the tradition of West and Zimmerman (1987), also show that

gender operates as a ‘process’ that is embodied in everyday social interactions to organize social activity and power

(Beckwith, 2005).

Gains and Lowndes (2014) identify three main ways in which formal and informal rules intersect with gender in

organizations and therefore impact gender equity:

• Rules about gender allocate particular roles, actions, traits and benefits to men and women. For instance, maternity

leave and quotas on women are formal rules about gender while separating out different roles as ‘men’s work’ or

‘women’s work’

• Rules with gendered effects are workplace rules that on the surface may not be gendered but when they intersect

with rules from other social domains have unintended gendered consequences. For example, meetings held

before work may seem to impact everyone equally yet for those with caregiving responsibilities (predominantly

women) it may result in exclusion

• Gendered actors working with the rules embody and perform gender and act as ‘rule-makers, breakers or shapers’

(Chappell & Waylen, 2013, p. 606). This would include having only heterosexual, white men holding all the senior

positions, and therefore all the overt power, in the company

Given this, feminist institutionalism provides a valuable conceptual lens to understand the career experi-

ences of women in the construction industry, as well as how the over-representation of men is maintained and

perpetuated. This is particularly the case given that research about the underrepresentation of women within

and outside construction remains conceptually narrow. More recently, Bresnen (2017, p. 24) noted that despite

the proliferation of work within construction management that draws upon management and organizational the-

ory, one omission that stands out from the body of published work is ‘the under-use of dominant perspectives

in business and management research (such as institutional theory) to frame construction management and

organizational issues’.

2 | METHODOLOGY

Building on work in feminist institutionalism and addressing the lack of application of this theory in the field of con-

struction management, this research investigates the gendered nature of informal rules in construction, including

how they obstruct gender equity in construction. In doing so, this article makes an important contribution to the

feminist institutionalist literature, which until now has been limited in its focus on the political arena (Krook and Mac-

kay, 2011; Lowndes, 2019) and in studies of the ‘global north’. While this article does not broaden the geographic

scope of this conceptual approach, it does test the applicability of key concepts within an entirely different industry

sector, and demonstrates the broader value of feminist institutionalism for interrogating and exposing gendered

practices and outcomes.

Studying informal rules and their gendered nature poses specific methodological challenges. In contrast to

formal policies, informal rules are generally undocumented and enforced through ‘subtle, hidden, and even illegal

channels’ (Chappell, 2006; Helmke & Levitsky, 2004). People may not recognize the existence of informal gen-

dered rules because their taken-for-granted nature can also render them invisible for those who live and
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perpetuate them (Acker, 2006). To address this, we adopted a rapid ethnographic approach (Galea et al., 2017).

While rapid ethnography has been criticized by classic ethnographers as a second-rate approach to ethnography,

it is a practical solution to the real challenges of fieldwork (see, e.g., Galea et al., 2017; Isaacs, 2013; Pink, Tutt,

Dainty, & Gibb, 2010).

Our approach involved working in teams to undertake short but intensive case studies of two multinational con-

struction companies using multiple and iterative methods. Company A was a multinational contractor and Company

B was a publicly listed multinational developer and contractor. Both operated in the global commercial, residential,

engineering and infrastructure markets and the structure of both companies was typical and representative of large

global construction companies (managed by a board, CEO, regional managing directors, directors and project man-

agers). The classic ethnographic tools of open-ended interviews and lengthy observations were replaced with con-

densed equivalents, which focused on specific issues of interest (Baines & Cunningham, 2013). Observations

allowed us to witness naturally occurring practices rather than relying only on participant accounts via interviews. In

total, our approach included participant observation of 14 company events (including new employee inductions,

graduate recruitment assessment, leadership training, construction skills training, management ‘roadshows’ and gen-

der equity-specific events); on-site observations and shadowing of 44 male and female construction professionals

and 61 interviews across six major construction sites (Table 1). A wide range of roles and occupations were shad-

owed and interviewed including senior managers (such as operations managers and general managers), project direc-

tors (managers of individual construction projects), commercial managers, programmers, site engineers, foremen,

project engineers, design managers and safety managers. The observations of company events focused on several

factors including room layout, presenters, timing of events, who attended, who had a ‘voice’, tone of conversation

(Galea et al., 2017). The observations on-site focused on work practices (e.g., what time people arrived and left the

site), roles on-site (e.g., who does what roles, and whether roles were associated with particular work practices such

as total availability or leadership).

One of the unique aspects of our use of rapid ethnography was that in all observations, we adopted a twinning

strategy: two researchers were involved to represent the views of both ‘insider’ (extensive experience in the con-

struction sector) and ‘outsider’ (academics from a sociology or political science backgrounds) and, where possible, a

male and female. This approach ensured we had different perspectives on the data, but also provided the different

researchers with ‘access’ to different types of data (Baines & Cunningham, 2013; Bjarnegård, 2013; Hayfield &

Huxley, 2015).

Researchers made detailed field notes and collected artefacts (photographs of room layouts, corporate

messaging posted on walls or issued to employees) to help identify informal gender rules. After each observa-

tion the researchers debriefed and reflected, recorded and transcribed their conversation, which we also

included as data. Finally, in keeping with the traditions of reflexivity in ethnographic research (Pink &

Morgan, 2013; Pink et al., 2010) researchers also kept analytical memos on how the participant observation

impacted them as a researcher. Each of these steps helped the researchers identify patterns with and across

sites to determine the nature of informal institutions, and the interaction between formal and informal rules

in operation.

To complement the observations, participants were invited to take part in a semi-structured interview that

explored how formal and informal rules shaped career pathways. Interviews were undertaken in person or by

TABLE 1 Summary of observations and interviews

Data collection Company A Company B Men Women Total

Event observation (n) 7 7 – – 14

Employee interviews (n) 31 30 37 24 61

Participant observation (employees observed) 24 20 36 8 44
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telephone and typically lasted 60–90 minutes. They were recorded with participants’ permission and then tran-

scribed. To address concerns around confidentiality, all participant interview and observation notes were

anonymized.

The data were analysed through a feminist lens, attentive to the gender power relations amongst both par-

ticipants and researchers (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Gains & Lowndes, 2014). Analysis began in the field

through the construction of researchers’ field notes and research pair debriefings (Ybema, Yanow, Wels, &

Kamsteeg, 2009). Debriefing served as an opportunity to compare experiences and early interpretations of the

data, as well as identifying points of commonality and difference in the practices, narratives, themes and views

expressed by participants. Next, the fieldwork notes, transcribed interviews and debriefs were coded themati-

cally using NVivo (a qualitative software enabling the organization of content-rich data text) (Richards, 2000).

The data were coded into themes including career pathways (including recruitment practices, retention, progres-

sion, etc.), work practices (including total availability, work hours, workload, geographical mobility, etc.), gendered

behaviours (including aggression, authoritative, competitive, strength, etc.), institutions (including informal rules

and practices such as the norm of working long hours and formal rules such as the employment contract, as

well as narratives that describe the rules such as behaviours aligned to valued masculine norms and how sanc-

tioning of the rules occurs) and gendered institutions (including gendered actors working with the rules etc.).

Thematic analysis involved: ‘immersion’ in the data (repeatedly reading the field notes, interview and debriefing

transcripts to obtain a high level of familiarity with the data); categorization/coding (organizing and generating

an initial list of codes from the theory); searching for themes (examining how codes combine to form over-

reaching themes in relation to the research questions); refining themes (continuing to search for data that

supported or refuted proposed themes and connections between overlapping themes). The coding process was

carried out by a team of researchers who reconciled the initial and corresponding thematic codes across each

stage of analysis (for a detailed discussion of the methodology, see Galea et al., 2017).

3 | FINDINGS

Our findings are focused on the gendered informal institutional barriers that affect policy relating to women’s

recruitment, retention and progression, which the following discussion addresses in turn. We use examples from

interview transcripts and fieldwork notes (including researcher debriefs) to illustrate our findings.

3.1 | Recruitment

There were two gendered elements of recruitment. The first was recruitment into a company. Our data indicated

that women and men were recruited through different processes and channels, with women more likely to be

recruited through formal processes (i.e., formal advertisements, applications and interviews), while men were

more likely to be recruited through informal networks including their family and family friends, schooling, sport-

ing and industry connections. For example, one interviewee, Charlie (male, construction manager), said that he

had never applied for a job other than the one he got the week after he left school; while Christopher (male,

project engineer) remarked that, ‘Dad was friends with a guy and he said, “I’ll sort out an interview” …’ The

women we spoke to, on the other hand, had all been through formal recruitment practices. Bridget (female,

safety manager) said that Company B was advertising, and she got the job; while Gail (female, commercial man-

ager) said, ‘I did the application on-line and I had one interview with the talent recruiter or the HR guy, and a

follow-up conversation with him.’

A strong narrative emerged in the data around the notion of ‘cultural fit’, based on how well people were

perceived to align with established company and industry cultural values. These unquestioned values were
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largely shaped around men and masculine behaviours including reliability, authority, strength and technical com-

petency, resulting in the recruitment of people who looked and acted like the incumbents.

The recruitment assessors regularly categorised candidates, as ‘a good fit’, ‘a doer’, ‘a worker’, ‘a communi-

cator’, ‘a foot soldier’, ‘unfazed by the hours’, ‘solid’, ‘a flight risk’ and ‘a stayer’. (Fieldwork notes: researcher

observations)

Jarred (male, site manager) explained that it was important to recruit people with a reputable ‘stature’ that

have proved themselves to be ‘reliable’. However, what stature meant in practice was clearly taken for granted

and unquestioned and yet equally intangible and unmeasurable. Participants did not problematize what it meant

to be a good ‘cultural fit’ — something that seemed much easier for men to accomplish than for women. For

example:

Who do you want to work for us? The right positive attitude. Willing to listen. Willing to learn. All-rounders.

100% effort. Basic construction knowledge. Long-term commitment to the company rather than seeing

the company as a stepping stone. A thick skin so that they’re able to deal with subbies and consultants.

Good communication but laid-back. Sense of humour and presentable. Will work Saturdays. And the other

thing is whether they will do the shit work. (Fieldwork notes: comment by employee at a graduate

recruitment session)

An exception to this was when we observed recruiters saying a female interview candidate would be a ‘great fit’,

after she (the candidate) joked that she might start the job with a hangover if the start date was the day after her last

day of study.

There was no discussion in the selection process for graduates of what a diverse workforce looks like or

that you might want diverse perspectives and that kind of thing. It’s all about fit. (Fieldwork notes:

researcher observation)

The second element of recruitment related to recruitment between construction projects. This was a highly infor-

mal practice, which appeared to determine the relative roles and opportunities afforded to men and women.

Throughout the research, we were unable to identify a formal procedure for internal project recruitment. Operations

managers, most of whom were men, played a central role in appointing employees to projects — an example of gen-

der actors working with informal rules. In practice, however, project teams were often selected by project directors

(also mostly men) through a practice of ‘picking your team’ and taking ‘your people with you’. Selection was based on

previous working relationships, industry reputation/experience and an informal referral system. We found that men

had greater awareness of this practice, which could be seen as a form of social capital. Men proactively negotiated

their social networks and as a result were granted the best project opportunities.

I chatted to Ron and he told me that the Project Director handpicked the best guys to come with him from

his last job onto this job. (Fieldwork notes: researcher observation)

The foreman was on this site because he used to work for the project director up in Queensland and got

called up and asked would he come to Sydney and work on this job. (Fieldwork notes: researcher

observation)

Few women were afforded the same access to these informal male networks and sponsorship relationships. For

example, Monica (female, construction student) described how she found her site manager to be difficult. She went
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on to say, ‘He’ll always ask Tim for stuff but never me or anything like that and he was the one who was pushing Tim

to get promoted.’

Women in mid-to-senior roles recognized the importance of forming strategic alliances with others, yet few had

access to these alliances or sponsors. One interviewee had recently experienced what she called ‘true sponsorship’

for the first time in her 25-year career and said that, ‘[it] would have made some other decades be a little bit easier

to be honest’ (Interview: Barbara, female, executive general manager). As a result, women were much less likely to

be employed in high-profile roles on-site. This practice appeared to have a long-term impact on women’s career pro-

gression, since having a high-profile role was critical to promotion.

There was also an expectation in both companies that employees would be able to move on short notice to

nominated projects with little consideration of partner, family or care responsibilities. Men were typically able to

relocate with their partners and families due to high salaries but for women, geographic mobility was often isolating,

as their partners were less likely to relocate with them. Dorothy (female, site engineer) remarked that she had been

given three weeks’ notice to relocate for a new job and that she considered this ‘good notice’, since some people got

moved within a week. This was not atypical, as noted in our fieldwork notes:

I shadowed three men on [site name] who had all been geographically mobile for work. In each case, there

was little to no consideration for family life. All three had wives that had flexible or part-time employment

— a midwife, contracts administrator, stay at home wife. One man had to travel home each weekend to

see his family after a full work week. Another had been relocated to this site and was still in a two-

bedroom hotel room with small children (babies) after 6 weeks. He said the stress on his family was enor-

mous and for him there was no downtime as they were all living in a room together. (Fieldwork notes:

researcher observation)

3.2 | Retention

We found normal work practices meant relentless high workloads, expectations of presenteeism, total availability

and geographical mobility and very long work hours (escalating to 80+ hours a week towards the end of a project).

These norms, which persisted for both men and women, significantly impact the retention of women.

Two of the people I shadowed were smoking. The smoke breaks punctuated our day and gave me a chance

to get to know them better. I ask Howard, a senior project engineer what his last project was. ‘It’s the hard-

est project I’ve ever done. We worked huge hours. We got smashed.’ I ask him if he would work on a project

like that again, now that he has an eight-month old baby? ‘Maybe not the hours but that’s what makes it

fun; it’s hard. Every day’s a different challenge. The hardness makes it great.’ Walking back into the site

office, Howard scans the open office. ‘This project is in the honeymoon period; the same shit will happen

here.’ (Fieldwork notes: researcher observations)

Expectations to work weekends and rostered days off also existed on some sites, despite policies to counteract

these. Employees’ value and worth was demonstrated through their adherence to these practices, with substantial

verbal and behavioural sanctioning toward employees who did not adhere, as demonstrated in the interview with

two female site engineers below:

Jane (female, site

engineer):

The last few weeks I’ve had less work to do. And I probably could fit everything in if I started at

eight-thirty/nine but I’m just not gonna rock up at nine.

Julie (female, site

engineer):

No, because you get looked at differently. And then people go, ‘Where the hell were you?’ …

‘You’re a slacker.’ There’s not a very good culture of, if you get your work done, then go.
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Jane: Yeah. Because they do expect you to work like more when there’s more work and there’s never

less when there’s less work.

Julie: I make a point of, yeah, making sure I’m out of the door by six [pm]. When I was leaving at like

five-thirty/five-forty, [it]’d be like, ‘Oh, a half day for you Julie?’ you know. (Interview: Jane and

Julie, site engineers)

Many participants, typically those in more senior positions, also worked extra hours at home, on work they

could not fit into their existing workday. This added to levels of inefficiency, fatigue and stress. Interviewees,

both men and women, with children, for example, frequently talked about working again after putting the kids

to bed.

You come home around six o’clock or six-thirty; you have dinner, put your kids to bed and then back on

the computer for another couple of hours working. So 10 o’clock is probably the norm and then midnight

could be something like the other nights. (Interview: Paul, male, project manager)

To give you an example of what my typical day looks like, I set my alarm at 4.00 am in the morning. I try

and do an hour and a half’s worth of work before my kids wake up at 6.00 am. I then have to drop them

off. I’m probably one of the last people to walk in at a 8.15–8.30. And, I feel like the fact that I’m walking

half an hour, an hour later than everyone else is, is noted by everyone in the office. So I then work ’til about

five, five-thirty. I go home. I bath the kids. Put them to bed. I eat dinner. Do the washing and ironing and

then I do some more work … You get a lot of emails at like nine, 10 o’clock at night, on Saturdays and

Sundays. And I feel like, if you can’t get to those emails within a certain period of time, then that is noted.

(Interview: Gail, female, commercial manager)

Flexibility arrangements, which could enable people to alleviate some of the job demands and long hours, were

inconsistently applied from site-to-site and often resisted. Flexibility arrangements were usually dependent on an

employee’s relationship with their line/project manager. There was evidence of resistance towards formalized flexi-

bility policies, as shown in discussions from a company gender diversity strategy day, captured in researcher field

notes:

The group had discussed the strong resistance towards the new flexibility policy introduced in the company

and wondered, ironically, whether the company’s push towards flexibility had been too rigid and was it

forcing people to do something they did not want. A male project director added that maybe some men

want to do the hard yards — and work long inflexible hours — because they can. Why should they be pen-

alised, he challenged?

There were significant but different implications for women and men in managing their work–life balance in this

environment of long work hours and high pressure. For example, women professionals universally acknowledged

feeling forced to choose between having a fulfilling career and having a family as they are wedged between rigid

work practices and inflexible care arrangements. Women invariably had the responsibility of negotiating and manag-

ing these incompatible and competing priorities themselves, with little support.

From what I can see in this particular company, I couldn’t be a site-based staff member and, and have

young kids … In all honesty, I always had aspirations of being a project manager but, looking at this com-

pany, it’s probably not a role where I’d wanna be in given the pressures and the time that you’d need to
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give the company in that role. I just don’t see any flexibility whatsoever in that. (Interview: Molly, female,

contracts administrator)

Formal flexibility arrangements had implications for women’s career satisfaction, progression and pay equity.

Additionally, young women saw what was ahead of them and adjusted their career aspirations.

With small children, I won’t be able to do the role that I’m doing because you’re on call all the time.

So I just, yeah, that’s another thing that I wish would change, because I love what I do. I love my

role but, at the moment, it just doesn’t allow people to do it part-time. (Interview: Julie, female, site

engineer)

They’re talking about flexibility like giving people one day off a month which, that’s not gonna work for a

mother, you know. Something like trying to make me start at eight and finish at four or something, that’s

gonna work. But having one day off a month isn’t gonna work. So I think the whole flexibility initiative is

great. It shows people that they’re keen to work with it. But they need to look at it on a case-by-case basis,

not necessarily a one thing fits everyone. (Interview: Molly, female, contracts administrator)

On the other hand, while men rarely questioned whether they could pursue both a career and family, their

work often resulted in long hours away from the home, which combined with job stress, often created, or

added to, relationship difficulties, including marriage breakdown. A number of younger men reported that once

they began a family they would consider a move out of contracting. For the few men who tried to fit greater

care responsibilities around rigid work practices — by choice or due to a separation, divorce or the illness of

their partner — this was negotiated through informal short-term support from their managers.

So I had separated and I had the little fella in day care at the time and so I was driving from [metro city]

via [metro outskirts] and dropping him off or picking him up depending on which way I was going to his, to

his mum’s to go to day care. And on the way back I finished work, would drive and pick him up, and go

home. I was having to get up at three-thirty in the morning and dress him and put him in the car at four

o’clock in the morning to start his day. And I just thought, ‘Fuck, this is shit.’ (Interview: Alan, male, site

manager)

The reason that I am delegating and good at delegating is that I want to save my marriage. (Interview:

Paul, male, project manager)

We also found parental leave was a major impediment to women’s retention. Despite shifts in policy rhetoric

from ‘maternity leave’ to ‘parental leave’, in practice parental leave continued to be perceived as a ‘women’s issue’.

Furthermore, parental leave was left to individual women to strategize and negotiate their departure, return and

career ‘survival’.

Later in the day, the issue of parental leave and women’s retention is raised. The HR manager is once again

called on to answer questions. He explains that across the business only four out of ten women return to

the company after parental leave. He adds that a further one out of ten is made redundant as the mater-

nity replacement is considered ‘a better candidate’. An older man interrupts him and suggests that women

don’t return from parental leave out of choice; they would rather be at home with their children. Raising

his eyebrows, the HR manager responds that one in two men who take primary care leave also don’t

return. He adds, ‘it looks like those who take parental leave are shamed for doing so’. (Fieldwork notes:

researcher observation)
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Finally, we found that the construction sites we studied were overwhelmingly a masculine space. Men dom-

inated all senior management positions and traditionally masculine norms and practices, such as aggressive and

combative exchanges, sexism, swearing and long work hours, were ever present. In our observations, women

had to tolerate blatant sexism. We recorded, via photographs and observations, many examples of sexist graffiti

and pornography as well as the use of sexist language. For instance, women were commonly called ‘sweetheart’,

‘babe’ and ‘girl’ by managers, peers and subcontractors. Or their presence was ignored completely, as they were

referred to as ‘guys’, ‘lads’ and ‘mate’ in group emails and discussions. Women also reported to the research

team cases of sexual harassment and sexual discrimination and sexist practices by managers and other workers.

These included being filmed in the shower at work, forced to change phone numbers to avoid harassment, hav-

ing their breasts commented on and being delegated administrative tasks not in line with their role.

We started the weekly safety walk: Bob, myself and six subcontractors. We are walking the entire site

together to look for safety hazards that need to be rectified. Walking in single file through the narrow path

of formwork propping, my eyes focus on the tool belt harness of the man in front of me. It has an ejaculat-

ing penis, drawn on it. Unlike the safety hazards pointed out, no one seemed to notice it or comment.

(Fieldwork notes: researcher observations)

3.3 | Progression

Our data revealed a number of disparities in how career progression occurred for men and women. Firstly, we

found women’s capabilities were often singled out, questioned and discussed in relation to progression. As a

result, and consistent with previous research, women routinely had to prove their ability, needing to better (not

equal) men. The following quote describes a manager questioning the capabilities of women in general in rela-

tion to recruitment:

The whole gender thing gives me the shits as well sometimes because … above me, they’re like pushing me

to, ‘Oh yeah, more women, more women.’ And I go, ‘Well hang on. If I need to employ people then I will

advertise for the role. I will interview for the role and I’ll pick the best candidate.’ Just because she’s female

… If she’s crap, then I’m not gonna put her on because this guy might be better. But, if she’s really good

and better than him, then I’m gonna give her the job. (Interview: Raymond, male, senior manager)

By comparison, men’s capabilities were usually taken for granted and assumed to fit. As a result, we found that

men were afforded more opportunities to demonstrate their capability that inevitably enhanced their career

progression.

Similar to other research, we also found that women faced a double bind. Women who asserted themselves as

managers, like men, to their line manager or peers, were routinely sanctioned or pulled into line ‘for getting ahead of

themselves’.

I was telling [my line manager] one day about how I’d spoken to the project director and informed him that

I had actually done construction management, and had years of experience, and was his highest educated,

youngest, only female [position] manager. Terry got all flustered and said he couldn’t believe that I spoke

with such aggression to the project director. He then said that he believes that I have such a sense of enti-

tlement that I believe that I’m owed something. (Interview: Gail, female, commercial manager)

Our findings also pointed to an informal rule that promotion into key senior positions required employees to

have followed a specific career path. This career path involved project management and a proven ability to deliver
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construction projects successfully. As Angus (male, project director) explained, there’s no substitute for ‘project suc-

cess’ and a ‘proven track record’. However,

When you look at the trajectory of how people are promoted … That pond tends to be all of the same per-

son with the same sort of history. (Interview: Paris, male, senior manager)

While this may not seem gendered, our data indicated that men and women had different access to opportuni-

ties and resources to pursue such a career path and therefore progress professionally. Men were given greater

opportunities to build and demonstrate their project delivery capabilities and to ‘shine’ in front of company leaders.

In contrast, women reported to us that they were often encouraged away from project delivery and into female-

dominated career paths — such as commercial and design — that reduced progression opportunities. This meant that

many female participants felt undervalued, operating at diminished capacity and worn out from constantly having to

prove their worth. In the following example a woman described how a male colleague was prioritized for a manage-

ment course, despite having no supervisory responsibilities:

Recently we had an odd situation where I had just been given [Name, Female] as my first ever someone

you’re responsible for. I had no idea what I was doing and there was a management course that was hap-

pening, and [Project Manager] came up to me and said, ‘So we’ve got an odd situation. While [Name,

Female] will report to you and do what you say, and help you out, she’ll actually be under [Name, Male]

because we want to send him on this management course and he needs to have someone under him to be

able to go on this management course’, and he didn’t have anyone under him. (Interview: Mia, female,

contracts administrator)

We also found a lack of transparency around the process of promotion. Participants who were promoted said

they: ‘were in the right place at the right time’, were ‘lucky’, were ‘pulled through’ by a manager or ‘picked’ for a team,

trading positions and ‘pulling it off’ when under pressure.

And there was another rogue called [name] who gave me some pointers about managing company expec-

tations. ‘These are the people to talk to. These are the subbies to talk to.’ You know what I mean? He just

gave me a very brief lesson in who does what … and said, ‘Right. I’ll give you all the phone numbers in my

phone. This is actually who you need to talk to.’ (Interview: Alan, male, site manager)

The lack of transparency around promotion practices enhanced the need for employees to form strategic alli-

ances and sponsorship relationships. Women who were often denied sponsorship relationships felt frustrated and

bemused as to what was required to get ahead. They noted that having many different line managers over a rela-

tively short space of time was a hindrance to career progression as they had to demonstrate and prove their capabili-

ties again and again. For many women, communicating career goals and aspirations, having these taken seriously and

supported or actioned by management, was problematic.

You hear of people that they’ve recognised and singled out for management purposes, but I don’t know

what they see in that person to put them up for that. They never communicate these things to you … I

don’t know what more I’d have to do to be considered for something like a management course.

(Interview: Gail, female, commercial manager)

It’s still pretty hard because it’s still the club and I’m still not getting access or I’m condescended to or I

have to do three times as hard or — but no one really talks about it because you don’t want to whinge

about it. (Interview: Rowena, female, project engineer)
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Women with different levels of experience and seniority also highlighted a lack of mentoring, sponsorship and

career support resulted in feelings of isolation and exclusion.

4 | DISCUSSION

Assessing the influence of informal institutions that operate in construction companies and their impact on women’s

recruitment, retention and progression, we found strong alignment with Gains and Lowndes’ model of institutional

gender rules, demonstrating that this model does indeed travel across different sectors. Our data revealed that infor-

mal rules, like formal rules, can be about gender — that is, aimed directly at specifying a logic of appropriateness for

men and women or masculine or feminine forms of behaviour; informal rules can also have gendered effects — seem-

ingly neutral on the surface, informal rules can create or reinforce gendered behaviours that advantage one sex over

the other, or masculine or feminine norms; gendered actors work with rules in ways which can create or reinforce gen-

der patterns — for instance, men dominate senior roles and women subordinate roles, leading to a lack of recognition

of gendered disadvantage which produces or reinforce gendered outcomes (Gains & Lowndes, 2014).

4.1 | Rules about gender

Our findings revealed two main informal rules where gender operated as a process in construction to maintain men’s

overrepresentation. Firstly, paid maternity leave may now be called parental leave but it continues to be modelled

around informal rules that maintain traditional gender roles that reinforce women’s role as carer and men’s role as

the breadwinner. As Banaszak and Weldon (2011, p. 268) observe, informal institutions in many organizations tend

to relegate women to the homemaker role, enforce normative heterosexuality, and/or privilege men in the family

and leadership positions. Watts (2009), in her interviews with women construction managers, similarly found that

senior roles especially, were not seen by women as compatible with family. These roles are further reinforced

through the lack of ownership of parental leave practices by senior leaders and flexible work options open to parents

on their return to work. Paid parental leave was also found to carry a stigma and was seen as a cost to projects rather

than a cost borne by the company as a whole. Senior managers and project directors had little regard for the cost of

parental leave to women’s pay equity and career progression. ‘Lucky’ women who found their way back to construc-

tion, often through informal male networks, were routinely denied flexible work arrangements on their return or

have their new flexible arrangements met with resistance. Our findings showed that, despite formal institutional

rules around parental leave, the informal rules and practices impact in at least three ways: reinforce women’s tradi-

tional role of carer; individualize the issue, such that women need to negotiate their own pathway through; and

impair women’s retention and progression.

The second rule about gender was the tolerance of sexism that reinforced construction as ‘men’s work’ and a

masculine space. A lack of response towards sexism in the form of graffiti, language and task allocation by manage-

ment on construction sites routinely reminds women (and men) — subtly and overtly — that women are different or

‘other’. It strengthens gender expectations, symbols and values, which over time become subliminal and normalized

undermining women’s legitimacy by casting them as the ‘other’ (Hawkesworth, 2005).

4.2 | Rules with gendered effects

Some rules appear to be gender-neutral but on closer inspection regulate actors’ behaviours to produce gendered

consequences. Across recruitment, retention and progression, we found rules that have different implications for

men and women. In the first instance, the practice of recruiting through informal networks and using informal
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referrals of candidates, while sometimes supported by formal company policies, was found to have a gendered effect

of advantaging male applicants over female applicants. Recruitment of employees based on their ‘cultural fit’ in con-

struction, obligated actors in our study to behave in a masculine way. In other words, ‘cultural fit’ was framed by a

gendered logic of appropriateness (Chappell, 2006) that is easier for male candidates to fulfil than female candidates.

Efforts to ‘fit in’ with this gendered logic by women (and other minorities) risks comment, criticism and exclusion. In

the absence of formal promotion policies, not measuring up to ‘cultural fit’ impacts women’s advancement into man-

agement roles. Similarly, Watts (2009) found that promotion appeared to be based on who you knew, rather than

what you knew. In contrast, men’s ‘fit’ is often assumed and unchallenged and gendered rules about women’s capa-

bility as construction professionals and leadership skills remain a contested ground and see them guided into ‘femi-

nized’ roles with less progression capital.

Furthermore, in the absence of effective internal recruitment policies or promotion policies, the informal practice

of ‘picking your team’ and ‘taking your team with you’ acts to strengthen interpersonal links and male sponsorship.

Informal recruitment practices occurred despite the fact that both companies we researched had large human

resource and talent acquisition teams and appears contrary to evidence in the UK that informal recruitment in con-

struction is weakening (Clarke et al., 2015). Given the male dominance in construction, this practice produced a gen-

dered effect that privileges men since they disproportionally hold positions of power. Women are effectively caught

in a dilemma: women need men in their construction networks, but men do not need women.

The second notable rule with a gendered effect is the enforcement of inflexible and rigid work practices.

Presenteeism, total availability and the enforcement of long hours as a rule limits acceptable forms of flexible work

available to women and men with care responsibilities. Wedged between rigid work practices and often inflexible

care arrangements this rule is a major barrier to women’s retention. Women’s career advancement is further ham-

pered when this practice is coupled with rigid views of the ‘correct’ career pathway into senior positions. This privi-

leges those who have held key project delivery roles such as project managers which are less available to women

compared to men. However, our findings also show that men are not left unscathed by the practice of inflexible rigid

work practices. Their wellbeing and personal relationships suffer because of adherence to this informal rule.

4.3 | Gendered actors working with the rules

Lowndes (2014, p. 687) notes that rules distribute power by assigning particular roles including the opportunity to

make, break and shape informal rules to particular individuals. As she has argued most recently: ‘[a]ctors reproduce

rules as they use them, thus generating the regularities and stability associated with institutions’ (Lowndes, 2019,

p. 15). We observed this phenomenon across recruitment, retention and progression, where we saw evidence that

senior managers and line managers (i.e., those who hold power and who are invariably men) can influence the prac-

tices that are enforced and the practices that are ignored. For example, in recruitment, the practice of male project

managers ‘picking their team’, disadvantages women’s recruitment onto different construction projects. This has

some parallels with research by Wright (2016) who found that women in construction trades were restricted in their

opportunities to consolidate workplace or on the job experience. This was reinforced in our research by the idea of

cultural fit, which closely matched a masculine work style, and questioned women’s competency.

In another example we found male project managers were often unwilling to implement and support flexibility

initiatives and different flexible work practices such as part-time and shared roles. This directly impaired women’s

retention in construction particularly in and around parental leave. Also, in relation to retention, project managers’

tolerance of sexist practices, language and behaviour on-site, some of which is illegal, keeps construction a masculine

space and women’s legitimacy and career satisfaction are eroded. In terms of progression, informal male sponsorship

by senior managers acts to maintain men’s position in power.

Applying Gains and Lowndes’ (2014) feminist institutionalist framework has provided the conceptual tools

to investigate the operation of informal rules — and their interaction with formal rules — in the Australian
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construction industry. Instead of drawing on a vague notion of ‘culture’ or on formal policies, it has enabled

new insights into what’s happening ‘under the surface’ in these workplaces focusing on gender logics of appro-

priateness and repeated patterns of behaviour that are enforced through rewards and sanctions (Chappell and

Galea, 2017). Identifying the unwritten codes, practices and norms that are being replicated across construction

sites contributes greatly to our understanding of why ‘positive’ formal gender policies such as improved paid

parental leave conditions or flexible work policies often do not ‘stick’; it shows that despite their codification

and compliance procedures, formal rules can easily be undermined or over-written by existing entrenched infor-

mal rules. By paying attention to the gendered aspect of these rules in terms of their inherently gendered

nature, gender effects and gendered actors’ engagement with these rules, we were able to identify the multiple

layers through which gender operates to maintain male privilege and women’s disadvantaged position in the

Australian construction industry.

5 | CONCLUSION

This article extended Galea et al.’s (2015) research into formal gendered institutions using feminist institutionalist

theory. The article introduced a new conceptual lens to the construction literature to explore the three ways infor-

mal institutions intersect with gender. Using a rapid ethnographic approach, we have revealed new conceptual and

practical insights into the different ways informal institutions act to undermine the recruitment, retention and pro-

gression of women in the construction industry. Significantly, by operationalizing Gains and Lowndes’ (2014) model

of gendered institutions, we have unpacked the interaction between formal and informal rules which influence gen-

der outcomes that are often masked in research that examines the gendered organization of workplaces through the

vague concept of ‘culture’. This approach goes beyond existing studies of women in the construction sector (and

indeed other male-dominated industries) by unveiling the constellation of rules that shape behaviour within an orga-

nization. It reveals how the rules in use intersect with gender to maintain the gender status quo. As a result, we have

demonstrated that both formal and informal workplace rules, norms and practices are gendered and are enforced by

gendered actors.

In summary, we found women were more likely than men to be recruited into companies through formal mecha-

nisms, while recruitment onto projects (within companies) routinely operated through informal practices of male

sponsorship and ‘picking your team’. We found that informal rules around work practices (i.e., long hours,

presenteeism), while seemingly gender-neutral, have a disproportionate gendered effect. Further, such practices

undermine employee wellbeing for both women and men, leaving us to question why these informal rules remain

intact. We also found that career progression is highly dependent on past success, yet men and women have unequal

access to opportunities to demonstrate this, with men given greater opportunity to shine in front of leaders, thus

reducing progression opportunities for women.

Our effort to unearth the informal rules in this sector required the deployment of an innovative methodology. It

is not easy to study invisible informal institutions which participants may not acknowledge exist. We also acknowl-

edge the limitations of this research which are its Australian context and the case study approach which limits the

generalizability of the findings. Nevertheless, our approach produced depth of insight and the rapid ethnographic

methodology was effective in revealing the complex and hidden informal gendered institutions which undermine the

intent of formal gender equity and diversity policies.

Looking more broadly, this article has contributed to the feminist institutionalist literature by demonstrating

that key concepts developed and applied in political settings can also travel to other sectors, such as the

Australian construction industry. Importantly, this opens the possibility of more widespread application of these

concepts beyond the political sphere. However, as a study of gender rules in the context of a high-income

developed country, the study has not tested the value of these concepts across different geographic settings. A

comparative study of construction across cases such as Australia and Indonesia, for example, would be an
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excellent way to further test the value of this framework both to expand the context but also the possibility of

further refining the framework to take more account of intersectionality across culture, class and ethnicity.
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