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Macho, long-hours culture puts women off management in construction industry, research says

A macho, long-hours management culture and sexual harassment on building sites are discouraging women from rising to the top jobs in the construction industry, new research says.
 

Dr Jacqueline Watts interviewed 26 women in the UK who were or had once been in construction management, and all said they were unhappy with either the struggle to balance their family and work lives or the sexist attitudes they experienced on site.
 

In a paper in the journal Work, Employment and Society, published today (Monday, September 7) by the British Sociological Association and SAGE, Dr Watts says that very little has been researched about women in construction management jobs and so her research's conclusions are revealing.
 

Five of the women in her study, entitled ‘Leaders of men: women ‘managing’ in construction’ were in director positions, three in self-employed management positions and the others were in junior or middle management posts. They were aged 23 to 56.
 

Many of those interviewed told Dr Watts, of the Open University, that they had doubts about the long hours managers had to work and the pay they received. 
 

One 26-year-old engineering graduate said: “I just don’t think it’s worth it for the sort of money you’re paid. Working seventy hours a week with all the travelling and hassle plus all the aggravation on site. I’ve seen so many colleagues driven into the ground and I don’t want that to be me.”
 

A 32-year-old project manager with three children said: “I think that there is a choice to be made about quality of life. If I went into a senior management job I’d never see my kids and I don’t want that. What’s the point of having them? In this job you are expected to stay as late as it takes to get the job done. 
 

“It’s bad enough at my level (middle management) but when I leave at six all the partners are still here and most of them are still at it at nine and ten at night.”
 

One woman, trying to juggle work commitments with working part-time after the birth of a child, was persuaded by her employer that management and motherhood couldn’t mix and she left the company.
 

Dr Watts says: “As might be expected these women spoke with disillusion about the construction industry that one described as ‘just swallowing you up’, driven by organisational expectations that hard-working means long-working. For a majority of participants in management roles the demands of the job appeared overwhelming, forcing some to choose between being an engineering manager and having a family.”
 

Most of those interviewed valued their experience of managing on a building site, but found the social situation ‘abrasive’, says Dr Watts.

 

“The main problems appeared to stem from the site subculture that was imbued with the use of crude language, displays of pornographic imagery in site offices and the resistance to any kind of managerial control,” her paper says.

 

One 36-year-old group manager said: “I used to worry very much about talking to steel fixers who were twice the size of me and telling them that this steel isn’t fixed right and they were quite intimidating. They would use their height and their size and say ‘what are you talking about?’ and I would say ‘actually I don’t think that this is right.’”

 

A 28-year-old resident engineer said: “I had awful trouble with one site foreman. He wanted me to sign off the setting out but I couldn’t. It didn’t meet the spec and I told him it would all have to be done again. He got so angry and said he wouldn’t let me forget it. And he didn’t. He was awkward about everything and made my life hell.”

 

A 47-year-old chartered principal engineer, said: “If you rose above it and kept saying I am not going to lower myself to their level, you know be distant, you were OK but if you thought about it or were a sensitive person you couldn’t cope with it. It would just destroy you.”

 

Women managers felt under pressure to act and look in a less traditionally feminine way. One 45-year-old senior manager said: “There were good times and bad on site but my general approach was to give as good as I got so I ended up swearing with the best of them. In one way I think it raised my standing with the lads.”

 

A 56-year-old chief engineer said of dressing styles and make-up: “You soon learned to tone it down, only the plainest of clothes to make sure you blend in; otherwise you’d never survive.”

 

The study says of women managers on building sites: “For most, their daily endeavours seemed to involve varying degrees of confrontation, close surveillance due to heightened visibility, sexual harassment, intimidation and wider safety issues, all experienced as emotionally draining and, for one participant, was the reason for deciding to leave the profession.”

 

Most of those interviewed were happy with their direct manager, who was usually a man, but were critical of their company’s top-level management.
 

“Make no mistake about it the industry is managed by ambitious men working on the basis of self-interest first and the common good second,” said one woman who left to go self-employed.
 

Dr Watts says this perception was shared by most of the women interviewed, who thought that senior managers exercised power over others in an autocratic way in the pursuit of their own interests first.
 

Her paper concludes: “Women managers experience challenges not faced by their male counterparts because of the dominant masculinist ethos of corporate management culture that privileges men, ranks some men above others and places women on the periphery of the managerial class. 

 

“Female managers, especially in male-dominated workplaces, are highly visible and this can make them vulnerable as targets of prejudice and hostile responses in facing the competing demands of their roles as women and as managers.”
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