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Foreword

Alison Inman OBE, President of the Chartered Institute of Housing

While women comprise 13% of the overall construction workforce, when it comes to the manual trades, the 
proportion is much lower, around 1%. Despite a range of positive initiatives, commitment, the Public Sector 
Equality Duty and other factors, we have not seen an increase in these proportions.   

We don’t know how many women work in the trades within social housing building repairs and 
maintenance. But we do know that employers who are successful in recruiting and retaining women in the 
trades have, without exception, a strong gender equality ethos coming from the top, and take positive action 
to recruit and retain women. 

This Research Report brings into sharp focus the challenge facing our sector as we encourage more employers 
to act on the clear business case, recognised by a significant majority of respondents to the organisational 
survey, which formed part of the research, for building a more diverse trade workforce that better reflects 
the communities we serve. The research identifies that the challenge lies in the fact that there is no one root 
cause of inequality; multiple causes are at play and interact with each other. 

This report is a useful starting point for anyone interested in looking at this issue. It builds on research already 
available, including UCATT’s findings that more than half (51%) of its female respondents from the broad 
construction sector said they were treated worse at work simply because of their gender. I am confident that 
we do better than this in our sector. Jane Nelson, Executive Director of Mears Group, noted in her chapter 
of the Smith Institute’s report, ‘#notjustforboys Women in Construction’ 2016, that basic issues such as 
pay parity amongst trade operatives is a given in the social housing sector. There is, however, much to do 
before we can be confident that social housing is an exemplar in the area of diversity at the frontline of our 
maintenance services. 

The social housing sector prides itself as a warm and welcoming sector made up of organisations that value 
and embrace diversity. This research identifies some areas that we can all consider tackling to deliver a more 
inclusive workforce, including visible career progression, flexible working, support and mentoring, role models 
and the transparent advertising of opportunities. We can do all these things. We can ensure that our sector 
does not accept 1% as a level of gender diversity in our trade workforce. We can target our recruitment of 
trade apprenticeships to women who live in social housing homes and deliver extra benefits to them and 
their families in doing so – in some cases breaking a cycle of long-
standing deprivation and transforming lives. We can make a real 
difference. 

We are indebted to all of the tradeswomen, employers and third 
sector organisations who took the time to take part in the surveys 
and interviews that made this research report possible. I commend 
it to you. It makes a wide range of helpful recommendations for us 
all to consider, including a useful set of success factors that underpin 
effective initiatives to promote greater gender equality in the trades. 
There are lessons here for all of us, irrespective of our gender. 

Alison Inman OBE
President, Chartered Institute of Housing
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This Research Report is one in a series of booklets produced by the Tradeswomen into Maintenance Project – 
all aimed at increasing the number of women trade operatives in social housing maintenance. Others in the 
series are: 

 ■  Best Practice Guide – Making social housing landlords and maintenance companies open and   

      welcoming to tradeswomen 

 ■  Resource Directory – Signposting for girls and women wanting to train or work in the manual trades in  

    social housing maintenance sector

 ■  Legal Guide – Guidance and templates for procuring social housing maintenance contracts –    

    maximising outcomes for the recruitment and retention of tradeswomen 

A Schools Toolkit, which is mapped to the national curriculum for schools and colleges in England and Wales 
has also been produced as part of the Tradeswomen into Maintenance Project. Details on this toolkit, the 
above guides and other helpful information can be found at www.mearsgroup.co.uk.
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Context

This research was commissioned and supported by Mears Group1 and undertaken by the Construction Youth 

Trust2 as part of a wider project to identify and disseminate best practice in recruiting and retaining women in 

social/affordable housing repairs and maintenance (R. and M.) teams. Mears’ Tradeswomen into Maintenance 

Project is a CITB -funded project with the aim of increasing the number of female operatives and apprentices 

in the social housing building maintenance sector.     

The research sought to identify, from a range of perspectives, experiences of recruiting and retaining women 

in social housing R. and M. jobs, specifically addressing the question of what factors are preventing a 

significant increase in the proportion of women working in these roles and how these factors have been, or 

can be, overcome. It also identified good practice initiatives aimed at increasing the number of women in 

social housing R. and M. roles.  

There is a clear business case for encouraging more women to work in the manual trades; a gender-diverse 

workforce is important in a sector where a significant proportion of households are headed by women. Some 

customers would prefer to have repairs carried out in their home by a female tradesperson. There is

also the ongoing issue of skills shortages in the maintenance and construction industries – a debate that has 

intensified in recent months due to concerns about the impact of Brexit. Attracting more women into R. and 

M. can therefore form an important part of increasing the resilience of the workforce.    

Methodology and scope of the research

The research involved a review of previous research, surveys, interviews and discussions with stakeholders 

focused on what can be learned from existing good practice in getting women trained, employed and 

retained within R. and M. teams in social housing. 

In addition to the literature review, the methodology included: 

■ online surveys of: 

 ■ tradeswomen working in maintenance (not solely for social housing organisations) –   

  60 responses

 ■ social housing organisations, contractors and other relevant organisations – 46 responses

■ interviews with a sample of tradeswomen 

■ discussions with a wide range of individuals from social housing organisations, contractors, trade   

 bodies, unions, local authorities and other relevant organisations 

■ formal approaches to over 100 further education colleges and publicly funded training providers,

 alongside more than 25 informal contacts who were consulted and who wished to remain    

 anonymous 

■ a review of information contained on relevant websites 

■ an online search of 150 local authority and housing association websites specifically looking for   

 diversity targets in the construction workforce and R. and M. policies

■ an online review of private sector R. and M companies’ policies/statements on equality and diversity.
1
www.mearsgroup.co.uk 

2
www.constructionyouth.org.uk 

3
https://www.citb.co.uk  

ContentsExecutive Summary

3
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The research focused on the situation in England and Wales. The majority of those involved in the research, 

or who responded to the surveys, are based in England (some statistics referred to are published for the UK 

as a whole). However, our aim is for the research findings and good practice examples in the companion 

document to be relevant across the UK.  

Construction sector data and trends 

Research on employment in the construction industry by the CITB4 shows that, in 2016, around 1.89 million 

people worked in construction. Of these,13% were women across manual and non-manual occupations, but 

when it comes to manual occupations, around 1% are women. 

Employment by industry statistics produced by the ONS, most recently in August 2017, also indicate that 

13% of the total construction workforce are women5. These proportions have been remarkably consistent for 

many decades, despite various top-down and bottom-up initiatives that aimed to change the gender balance 

in the construction workforce.  

Repairs and maintenance in social housing  

There are no readily available data sets for how many people work in R. and M. in social housing or how 

many of these are women. Community Housing Cymru produces an annual report on the economic impact 

of housing associations in Wales; the most recent identifies that Welsh housing associations employ around 

9,100 full-time equivalents, but this figure is not broken down by types of work or by gender6. It was also not 

possible to find data for housing associations in England or for local authority housing departments. A factor 

that affects the complexity of collecting this data is that R. and M. is delivered in different ways by different 

social housing organisations; outsourced, direct labour organisations, partnerships and collaborative delivery 

arrangements or a mix of approaches.

In the absence of specific data, it might be reasonable to assume that the proportion of women working in 

the trades within R. and M. teams is similar to the proportion working in construction trades as a whole, i.e. 

around 1%.  

4
Survey of Employment by Occupation in the Construction Industry, August 2016, NatCen for CITB 

5
Employment by Industry, 16 August 2017, ONS  

6
Socio-economic Impact of the Housing Association and Community Mutual Sector 2015/16, December 2016, Beaufort Research
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Key findings

■ Progress on gender equality within the construction trades in the UK is very limited, as evidenced by  

 labour market statistics. The percentage of the UK trades workforce that are women remains at well  

 below 2%, as it has done for a number of decades.

■ This is despite ongoing enthusiasm, commitment and effective good practice by individual employers,

 social landlords, training providers, umbrella/professional organisations and support agencies. For   

 example, the number of private sector construction/R. and M. employers who are actively committed  

 to improving the gender balance nationally is encouraging. It is also in spite of the Public Sector

 Equality Duty and the existence of equality and diversity policies in place amongst all stakeholders   

 contacted as part of the research.

 

■ A majority of respondents to the organisational survey (86%) confirmed that there is a good business

 case for employing more women in social housing R. and M. roles. Some respondents linked this to   

 initiatives that aim to train and employ social housing tenants as part of R. and M. teams, contributing

 to the social value outcomes of the housing provider. Others linked this to the need to meet the needs of  

 female tenants who may feel vulnerable with tradesmen due to prior domestic abuse or for religious

 reasons. A number of respondents also stated that female R. and M. staff may be seen as more    

 trustworthy due to stereotyped thinking about tradesmen not being trustworthy. 

■ We conclude that the lack of progress in increasing the proportion of women working in the trades is not  

 due to a lack of will among stakeholders, nor to lack of examples of good practice in including women in  

 trade training and employment, nor to lack of a business case for employing women in R. and M. teams.  

 However, increasing the proportion of women working in social housing R. and M. teams is not a national  

 strategic priority.

■ The research findings suggest that the difficulty in attracting women to become part of R. and M. teams   

 reflects a wider social problem of gender stereotyping that starts in the family and extends throughout

 life. Successful employment of tradeswomen, of which there are plenty of examples, demonstrates that it  

 is not difficult to attract and employ individual women who are determined and reasonably self-confident.   

 However, a range of factors make it difficult for social housing providers and R. and M. companies to train,  

 recruit and retain tradeswomen in significant ‘game changing’ numbers, even where there is a strong will  

 and positive actions are taken.

■ The challenge lies in the fact that there is no one root cause of inequality; multiple causes are at play. These  

 interact with each other to decrease the likelihood of women getting into training and jobs in the trades,  

 let alone employment by social landlords or R. and M. companies. The practical implication of this is   

 that no single strand of good practice or single initiative can have the necessary impact on the big picture  

 of how few women get jobs in the trades.

■ The survey responses and secondary research sources painted a picture of a ‘chain of causation’, each link  

 in the chain being affected by the previous one and in turn impacting on the next – all adding up to a   

 very small percentage of people working in R. and M. teams being women. This chain of causation   

 could also be described as a pathway of experience for women themselves.   
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 ■ This chain of causation comprises the following elements:

 ■    social, cultural and media attitudes to women and occupational gender stereotyping starting 

  in the family and in schools

 ■ gender segregation in careers and job advice 

 ■ gender inequalities in further education, traineeships and apprenticeships

 ■ local authority, housing association and private sector R. and M. employers’ willingness to

  address the employment of women in their direct labour teams and/or to scrutinise the   

  employment of women in contractor workforces

 ■ infrastructure support, policies and funding to assist all the links in the chain.

■ The research identified many successful and effective employment and training initiatives to recruit, train   

 and employ women that have been in effect for several years, albeit reduced in number in the 

 last few years due to budget constraints. A model that is effective comprises a partnership    

 between employer, training provider and perhaps also a third-sector diversity specialist to help reach out to  

 women. Employers who are successful in recruiting and retaining women in the trades have, without   

 exception, a strong gender equality ethos coming from the top, and take positive action to recruit and   

 retain women.

■ Individual organisations that have this ethos have showcased very well how to attract, train and employ   

 women in R. and M. roles, in ways that can be celebrated and replicated. However, these endeavours   

 remain individualised and have not, as yet, had an impact on the overall proportion of women working in  

 the manual trades. 

■ A lack of data at a national level on employment and gender within R. and M. hampers the development  

 of a strategic national policy agenda to improve diversity in R. and M. teams.

■ There is a view that budgetary cuts faced by social housing providers and training providers have had   

 the effect of ‘de-prioritising’ gender-equality initiatives and subsuming them into more general    

 programmes for equality or inclusion that do not always result in more women getting involved. 

■ The qualifications system itself was found to potentially discriminate against women in the trades. This is a  

 complex field and requires further research.

■ The research identified a number of factors that make organisations/companies open and welcoming for  

 women working in the trades or wishing to do so (these factors are explored in the companion

  document: Best Practice Guide): 

 ■    inclusion 

 ■  visible career progression and opportunities 

 ■  equal pay and access to promotion

 ■  flexible working

 ■  support and mentoring

 ■  role models

 ■  advertising of opportunities. 
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Overall recommendations    

The following overall recommendations are informed by the research findings. More detailed 

recommendations in respect of each part of the chain of causation identified above are set out in Part Three 

of this report.  

1. In order to provide leadership at a national level, a Gender in Housing R. and M. Action Group should be  

 established (host to be agreed).

2. This should be supported by the development of a R. and M. Diversity Charter that includes voluntary   

 KPIs.  

3.  It should also be complemented by the establishment of a national observatory for the collection and   

 collation of data on R. and M. employment, including statistics on direct labour organisations and   

 contractors. This would enable the setting of a baseline and national target-setting. Opinions varied as  

 to which agency should be responsible for this, but there was agreement that, as long as data on national  

 employment within R. and M. including gender breakdown, remains unavailable, it is difficult to address  

 the issues effectively. A “Social Housing Repairs and Maintenance Employment Research and Development  

 Observatory”, maintained by an umbrella organisation, could provide baseline information and drive best  

 practice in addressing the problem, drawing on the multiple good examples of gender inclusion that  

 exist now, or have done so in the past.  

4.  Further support for organisations should be provided by the production of a new Construction Diversity   

 Toolkit for apprenticeships and employment produced in collaboration with the TUC/UCATT/CITB.

5.  Given that the causes of gender imbalance in the social housing R. and M. workforce are complex and   

 multi-faceted, best practice examples that address the range of causes should be identified and    

 disseminated, as well as support provided for their replication. Examples in this report and the companion  

 Best Practice Guide provide a useful starting point.  

6.  The replication of best practice should be incentivised by local authorities and housing associations who are  

 contracting their R. and M. out to private sector partners through formal procurement and other   

 mechanisms, such as proactive use of the Public Sector Equality Duty. The Legal Guide companion   

 document is a good step in the right direction. 

7.  Because of the complex causation, Government, policy-makers and shapers, and infrastructure supporters  

 should set and monitor targets for individual stakeholders and provide incentives. Stakeholders interviewed  

 as part of this research identified charters, benchmarking, training, mentoring schemes and, where   

 possible, funding as helpful mechanisms. The research findings point to a carrot rather than a    

 stick approach to ‘getting gender on the agenda’. 

8.  In the absence of, or in addition to, a concerted national policy initiative, employers and housing    

 associations should put in place specific gender-equality policies, targets and monitored action plans   

 supported by training and, if necessary, partnerships with specialist agencies such as Women into   

 Construction or Construction Youth Trust.
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9.  All such initiatives need to take account of what the research has found as the chain of causation,   

 which means working, where possible, with local schools, careers advisors, colleges and training providers,  

 local authorities, employers and infrastructure organisations. This will involve drawing on best practice on  

 what has proven to be effective in terms of going out into schools (for example, the companion Schools   

 Toolkit) and careers/jobcentres, women-friendly recruitment and using positive role models and mentors. 

10.  Initiatives should also take account the success factors identified by this research (see page 38)

11.  Social housing organisations should compare their current practice with what makes a welcoming   

 organisation for women in the trades and make appropriate changes (for details, see the companion Best  

 Practice Guide). 

Companion publications  

A companion publication to this research report has been produced by the Tradeswomen into Maintenance 

Project. Based on the responses to the survey of tradeswomen that formed part of this research, it identifies 

what makes an open and welcoming company for tradeswomen. It then sets out a range of practical case 

studies on recruitment, retention, promotion, progression and development, support for tradeswomen, 

training programmes and apprenticeships and best practice on diversity and inclusion.   

■ Best Practice Guide – Making social housing landlords and maintenance companies open and 

 welcoming to tradeswomen 

■ Resource Directory – Signposting for girls and women wanting to train or work in the manual trades in   

 social housing maintenance sector

 ■ Legal Guide – Guidance and templates for procuring social housing maintenance contracts; maximising   

 outcomes for the recruitment and retention of tradeswomen 

A Schools Toolkit, which is mapped to the national curriculum for schools and colleges in England and Wales, has 

also been produced as part of the Tradeswomen into Maintenance project. Details on this toolkit, the above guides 

and other helpful information can be found at www.mearsgroup.co.uk
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Part One: Context

1. Introduction

This research was commissioned and supported by Mears Group  supported by CITB and undertaken by the 

Construction Youth Trust, as part of a wider project to identify and disseminate best practice in recruiting and 

retaining women in social/affordable housing repairs and maintenance (R. and M.) teams. Mears Tradeswomen 

into Maintenance Project is a CITB-funded project with the aim of increasing the number of female trade 

operatives and apprentices in the social housing building maintenance sector.

The research was carried out due to the persistently low levels of recruitment and retention of women in the 

construction industry as evidenced by statistics on employment by gender. Data sets going back to the 1990s show 

that women consistently make up between 10% and 13% of the total construction workforce, but just 1% to 2% 

are employed in manual roles.    

A key question that underpins this research is: what is preventing women’s employment in manual trades in 

general, and in R. and M. in particular, from ever rising above 1 – 2%?  This question is particularly important 

because of the range of initiatives and activities that have taken place over the years in England and Wales that 

aimed to change the gender balance in the construction workforce; some driven by CITB/Construction Skills, some 

historically supported by the European Social Fund and some by tradeswomen themselves trying to get the industry 

to change. 

Examples from the 1980s onwards include the Greater London Council’s funding of Women’s Education In 

Building, to Women and Manual Trades (WAMT now Women on the Tools), to the efforts of the Construction 

Youth Trust, Women Into Construction, and other initiatives linked more recently to the construction activity 

generated by the London 2012 Olympics.  

In the early 2000s, stimulated by the early incarnations of the social value elements of the Decent Homes 

Programme, a large number of English social landlords (e.g. Fusion 21, Rotherham, Bradford) set up construction 

training schemes targeting local residents, many of which were very successful at recruiting women and getting 

them working in R. and M. teams. Some local authorities, such as Leicester City Council, have also had significant 

success in this area over the years.

A number of further education colleges have successfully recruited and trained women in manual trades, notably 

Leeds, North West London and Brighton. Employers, like Mears, have worked successfully to recruit and retain 

women in trade roles. Women’s Education In Building, WAMT/Women on the Tools, Construction Youth Trust and 

Women Into Construction have all achieved great things in training and encouraging women in the trades over 

30+ years.   

In spite of the success of these and other initiatives at the level of the projects themselves, the overall proportion of 

women at a national level working in manual trades remains very low and static; 1.3%7 of those currently working 

in manual trades are women. Therefore, whilst it is important to identify the success factors of these individual 

initiatives, it is also vital to look at how this best practice can be built upon, in order to have an impact at a national 

level.

7
Office for National Statistics and UKCES datasets
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In the last 10 years, a wealth of exemplary projects and initiatives within individual local authorities, other 

affordable/social housing settings and training organisations have demonstrated individually that it is possible 

to recruit and retain women in R. and M. teams, that there is a business case for this and that many targeted 

measures are needed to increase the number of women entering the R. and M. workforce.  

These projects and initiatives provide hope that these successes could be more widely replicated in the social 

housing sector, provided that there is a concerted effort by the sector to make this happen.  

This research is designed to highlight what works and what hinders the recruitment and retention of women in 

R. and M. teams, focusing on each step of the pathway of a tradeswoman – from her schooldays and family 

setting, through training into employment and career progression.  

It aims to fill a gap in the existing research; the issue of women’s employment specifically in R. and M. teams in 

social housing does not appear to have been the focus of any published national or regional research. It builds 

on the recent report #notjustforboys – Women in Construction published by the Smith Institute8, which is a 

comprehensive and insightful picture of women in the UK construction trade workforce. This research investigates 

the social housing R. and M. workforce as a subset of the wider position well-documented in that report.   

The current context of increasing demand for affordable/social housing, reduced or static funding for housing, 

schools, careers advice, local authority spending and further education will require a very concerted effort to ensure 

that funding constraints and increased workloads do not work against gender equality in social housing R. and 

M. teams being prioritised. It is our contention that it is about time that this workforce begins to better reflect the 

overall population and the demographic of social housing tenants. 

There is also a clear economic imperative for recruiting more women into the sector. The July 2017 Open University 

Business Barometer identified that 90% of employers had found it difficult to recruit workers with the required 

skills in the last 12 months and that the housebuilding industry had particularly ‘felt the pinch recently between 

the amount of workers it needs versus how many it has access to’9. Given the uncertainties around Brexit and the 

range of large infrastructure projects that the Government is looking to fund, taking specific action to increase the 

number and diversity of people interested in working in the sector is likely to become more important over coming 

years. The research findings also emphasise the increasing importance of apprenticeships in developing the skills 

required by employers.

8
#notjustforboys Women in Construction, 2016, The Smith Institute, London 

9
Skills gap hitting UK plc to tune of £2.2bn says Open University, Bradley Gerrard, The Telegraph, 3 July 2017 
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2. Research scope and methods

There has been a range of important research in recent years on gender in the wider construction workforce10.  

This research does not attempt to duplicate these studies, beyond identifying their key findings, which are all 

consistent in finding that recorded numbers of tradeswomen in employment in the UK remain very low.   

This research focuses on the situation in England (some statistics referred to are published for the UK as a 

whole). Whilst many of the observations about gender in manual trades also hold true for other areas of the 

UK, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have different social, economic and cultural factors and devolved 

apprenticeship schemes, all of which were outside the scope of this research. However, we anticipate that 

the overall findings and recommendations of this research will be relevant in all parts of the UK, albeit that 

detailed mechanisms for delivery/taking action may differ.  

The research focused on finding out what can be learned from existing good practice in getting women 

trained, employed and retained in R. and M. teams in social housing. The methodology adopted involved the 

following:

■ ■ a literature review focused on previous research

■ ■ online surveys of: 

 ■ tradeswomen working in maintenance (not solely for social housing organisations) – 

  60 responses

 ■ social housing organisations, contractors and other relevant organisations – 46 responses, 

  31 from organisations that directly employ maintenance teams 

■ ■ interviews with a sample of tradeswomen 

■ ■ discussions with a wide range of individuals from social housing organisations, contractors, trade   

 bodies, unions, local authorities and other relevant organisations 

■ ■ formal approaches to over 100 further education colleges and publicly funded training providers,

 alongside more than 25 informal contacts who were consulted and who wished to remain    

 anonymous 

■ ■ a review of information contained on relevant websites 

■ ■ an online search of 150 local authority and housing association websites specifically looking for   

 diversity targets in the construction workforce and R. and M. policies

■ ■ an online review of private sector R. and M companies’ policies/statements on equality and    

 diversity. 

Appendix A lists the literature reviewed, Appendix B lists the stakeholders who were interviewed/contacted 

as part of the research and Appendix C sets out the websites consulted. 

The research also drew on:

■ unpublished research and investigations carried out under the auspices of Women’s Education in   

 Building (WEB), a charity that trained over 3,500 women in construction trades and 

 pre-vocational skills in London from 1984 to 2005

■ unpublished findings from interviews and investigations in reachfor, a joint venture of large careers   

 advice organisations in England. These organisations deliver a substantial amount of    

 commissioned careers advice in schools, as well as independently.

10
See Appendix A
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It should be noted that many of the individuals consulted as part of the research preferred to remain 

anonymous.

The approaches to colleges generated a very low response rate. A number of factors may be at play 

here, including reducing budgets and increasing pressure to meet government targets. Included in our 

recommendations is, therefore, further research that could take a more in-depth specialist approach to 

talking with colleges and training providers about the overall numbers of women in manual trades training in 

colleges and the conversion rates from training to jobs.

It was a marked feature of this research that there was extraordinary consistency in people’s responses 

to what works and what acts as a barrier to progress, regardless of whether they were tradeswomen, 

organisational development directors, chief executives or trainers. Therefore, rather than be repetitive, Part 

Three of this report takes the approach of summarising the findings into themes, each with a series of 

recommendations. 

The remainder of this report is structured as follows:

 ■ PART TWO – FINDINGS: OVERVIEW 

 ■ Gender in the UK construction industry: a snapshot 

 ■ Gender in the social housing R. and M. sector: a snapshot

 ■ Overall findings

 ■ PART THREE – FINDINGS: THE PATHWAY OF EXPERIENCE 

 ■ Schools and families

 ■ Careers and job advisers

 ■ Colleges and training providers

 ■ Local authorities, other social housing providers and private sector R. and M. employers

 ■ Policy shapers, unions, charities and others  
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Part Two – Findings: Overview

This part of the report sets out the high-level issues identified by the research, overall findings and 

recommendations.  

3. Gender in the UK construction industry: a snapshot

In order to consider the performance of the UK construction industry on gender equality in a balanced way, it is 

important to view the position of women in the construction industry within the context of women in employment 

nationally in the UK. The Fawcett Society, a national charity that carries out research and promotes economic and 

political equality for women in the UK, has recently published a research report11 into the challenges faced by 

today’s young women, including ‘the effects of pervasive gender norms and stereotypes’ holding girls back and 

examining the attitudes in society that makes progress in gender equality so ‘painfully slow’.    

The picture painted by this research makes uncomfortable reading, but it does help to show that, whilst we know 

the construction industry is not performing at all well in terms of gender balance in trades, this is part of a wider 

UK social and cultural picture in which our relative performance compared to other countries is declining.

The report highlights that the UK stands at 18th in the World Economic Forum’s gender equality league table, 

having stood at 9th in 2006 (and falling to 26th in 2014). At current rates of pay, the report suggests it will take 

62 years to close the gender pay gap, the difference between men and women’s pay for equal work. It notes 

that the ‘apprenticeship gender pay gap’ for girls is £2,000 per year. Furthermore, the report identifies that girls’ 

educational attainment (which has outperformed that of boys at school since 1988, according to data from the 

former-Department for Education and Skills) does not translate into higher pay and progress in the workplace.  

So the picture in construction cannot be divorced from the wider social context. The report depicts a challenging 

situation with regard to how girls seem to be channelled away from technical and non-traditional female gender 

work roles from an early age.   

Year on year, women continue to constitute 11-13% of the construction workforce and around 1% of workers 

in manual trades. The Office for National Statistics identifies that the number of women working as roofers, 

bricklayers and glaziers is so low that it is unmeasurable as a percentage of the workforce. This has been the case 

for as long as statistics on gender in construction have been collected. The 11-13% of the construction workforce 

who are women breaks down as 1-2% of tradespeople, 10% of those working in professional occupations 

(such as design and management), 84% in secretarial occupations, 2% sole traders and 4% micro-enterprises 

(employing 1-10 people). As well as the overall proportion of women working in construction staying fairly 

constant, this breakdown has also remained relatively static. 

There is a similar picture when it comes to the gender breakdown of construction apprenticeships. Although over 

half of all apprenticeships are taken up by women12,  they account for less than 2% of those with construction 

apprenticeships13.   

11
Sounds Familiar? January 2017, The Fawcett Society

12
Apprenticeship Statistics England, November 2016, House of Commons Library Briefing Paper  

13
Under-representation by gender and race in apprenticeships, December 2013, TUC
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So if women comprise a small proportion of the construction workforce, what is their experience of work? As part 

of UCATT’s Union Modernisation Fund (UMF) project, Building a Stronger Union, UCATT carried out a survey of 

women construction workers in 2014, to find out more about the challenges they face and to raise awareness of 

the issues among its male membership14. It found that: 

 ■ more than half (51%) said they were treated worse at work simply because of their gender

 ■ the top three problems were: a lack of promotion prospects; lower pay than their male colleagues; and   

 feeling isolated

 ■ four in ten identified bullying and harassment by managers as a problem

 ■ almost three in ten were afraid to complain about poor treatment to their managers

 ■ a quarter of women in the survey said they had to share toilet facilities with men

 ■ 15% of women construction workers said that it was difficult to find personal protective equipment that  

 fitted properly.

Unpublished research carried out by WEB during its 20 years of operation also identified the following barriers 

reported by tradeswomen:

 ■ inflexible employment arrangements, including compulsory early starts and late finishes, which have the   

 effect of discriminating against women’s domestic responsibilities

 ■ assumptions by careers advisors, colleges and co-workers that working in construction is somehow   

 unfeminine

 ■ a lack of positive female role models and peer support

 ■ mixed training was often cited as inhospitable to women for a number of reasons: the average age of   

 female entrants is 25-40, whereas the average age of male entrants is 18, leading to a mismatch   

 of learning styles and needs; also, the attitudes of male trainers and trainees was sometimes negative; the  

 basic construction skills assumed at the start of the training made women feel undermined

 ■ some people saw a link between de-skilling and the development of multi-skilling qualifications, and were  

 concerned that women might get clustered within the lower status multi-skill qualifications

 ■ many felt that there was a need for men and boys to be helped to understand that women can work in   

 the trades

 ■ there was a frequently expressed opinion that there were plenty of initiatives targeting gender imbalance  

 in the professions in construction, but not enough attention to the trades

 ■ most women questioned reported that there was a kind of gender segregation operating from very early  

 on, in the family as well as in schools, colleges and careers services. 

14
UCATT Women in Construction Survey, 2014 
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In 2016, Young Women’s Trust (YWT) identified that women were missing out compared to men at every stage of 

the Apprenticeship process15 16. In particular, they highlighted the fact that, in 2014, there were 56 male entrants 

for every one female apprentice in construction. They found that gender segregation is effectively occurring in 

apprenticeship recruitment at a national level. Clearly this has an impact on the industry workforce, now that a 

major entry route is via apprenticeships. In addition, this impact may increase given that there are government 

targets for a significant rise in the number of apprenticeships to 2020. The YWT report makes a number of 

recommendations to address this issue, including: 

 ■ where it can be shown that the number of women undertaking apprenticeships in any given sector (for   

 example engineering, IT or construction) is disproportionately low, employers should consider whether   

 they can take positive action to increase the participation of women

 ■ employers should develop a diversity action plan for their apprenticeship schemes

 ■ greater emphasis should be placed on the collection and publication by employers of data relating to   

 apprenticeships, including by gender, to increase accountability and transparency

 ■ there should be a greater availability of part-time and flexible apprenticeships.

We endorse these recommendations; without equality in training and entry into work, there cannot be improved 

levels of equality in the industry as a whole.

 

4. Gender in the social housing repairs and maintenance sector: a snapshot

Statistics on the R. and M. workforce in social housing, overall and gender breakdown, are not collected at a 

national level. It has not been possible to locate information about the total size of the R. and M. workforce in the 

UK or England, how many social landlords employ direct labour teams, or the total size of contracted-out R. and 

M. activity in monetary and employment terms in the social housing sector. While Community Housing Cymru 

produces an annual report on the economic impact of housing associations in Wales, which includes the total 

number of FTEs employed by Welsh housing associations, this figure is not broken down by types of work or by 

gender.17  

Data is available about numbers of women training in construction trades and in apprenticeships, but data about 

employment destinations in terms of how many people/women end up working in the social housing R. and M. 

workforce is not collected. This lack of data hampers the development of an overall national policy agenda to 

improve diversity in R. and M. teams. Individual housing organisations that have taken positive action to increase 

the number of women in the trades monitor the gender breakdown of their manual workforce and may set 

improvement targets for increasing gender diversity, but at the moment this is not possible at a national level.   

While official statistics for social housing R. and M. teams disaggregated by gender and occupation are not 

available in the public domain, ‘straw polls’ in the sector indicate that the distribution by gender conforms to the 

statistical picture across the whole of the construction industry, with about 1% of women in the construction 

industry working in the trades.

The CITB’s latest forecast for the UK18 is helpful in estimating that, in 2016, the value of R. and M. in all housing 

was 18% of the total construction sector, which employs around 2.6 million people. This is forecast to reduce by 

2% in 2017 and increase slightly in 2019 and 2020. 

15
No Country for Young Women, September 2016, Young Women’s Trust   

16
Making Apprenticeships Work for Young Women,  2016, Young Women’s Trust  

17
Socio-Economic Impact of the Housing Association and Community Mutual Sector 2015/16, December 2016, Beaufort Research

18
Industry Insights – Construction Skills Network Forecasts 2017–2021, 2016, CITB
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The forecast echoes pessimism about growth in public housing R. and M. to 2020, alluding to ongoing financial 

constraints and the ongoing shift of public housing into the private sector under the Right to Buy. Gender and 

other diversity characteristics of the workforce are not mentioned in the CITB forecast, reflecting what seems to be 

emerging as a picture whereby gender in the construction workforce is not a strategic national priority. This is also 

evident in the Farmer Review of the UK Construction Labour Model published in 2016, which refers to women 

just once, citing Women into Construction as an example of brokerage used by Crossrail to provide ‘enhanced 

opportunities for jobseekers from disadvantaged or under-represented backgrounds’.19    

Of England’s approximately 23 million homes, just over four million are in the social rented sector (17%). A 

guestimate at the number of people working in social housing R. and M. is therefore 17% of 18% of 82% 

(proportion of population of England compared to UK) of 2.6 million which is around 65,000 (if 2% of these are 

women, that would equate to around 1,300). Given the method of calculation, these figures should be treated 

with extreme caution.  

Repairs and maintenance is delivered in differing ways across and within the social housing sector. Housing 

associations now manage nearly 59% of the social housing in England, with the remainder owned by councils, 

some of which may be managed by other organisations such as ALMOs or tenant management organisations. 

Some social landlords outsource all R. and M. to third parties, whilst others maintain their own direct labour 

organisation (DLO), fulfilling specialist requirements from third parties as required. Whilst social landlords differ in 

their policies on the sourcing of R. and M., there is an established understanding in the sector that the employment 

of local people in R. and M. is an important contribution to local employment and community regeneration and is 

a requirement in at least some procurement exercises. 

A Travis Perkins Group research paper20 lists several sources that identify that social housing providers in the UK are 

under increasing pressure to do more with less, and to deliver year-on-year efficiencies. The 2015 Spending Review, 

welfare reform and the Housing Act 2016 have added considerable pressures to the income from rents. A review 

of local authority housing policies using published information online shows consistently that measures such as a 

1% rent cut for four years from 2016 to 2020, the capping of social rents to the local housing allowance rate, and 

the potential forced sale of higher-value council housing all combine to reduced forecasts for rental income and 

therefore the increased pressure on this income for the provision of services, R. and M. to homes, etc. It might be 

expected that this pressure would reduce the likelihood of targeted training initiatives to be funded.

At the same time, demand for minimum quality standards is ever greater and regulatory powers to impose 

penalties increasing. All kinds of social landlords, be they local authorities or housing associations, have to provide 

homes that reach a certain level of quality, facilities, safety, security and, if possible, energy efficiency.  This is not 

only a purely physical standard, but it has been increasingly found that the state of repair of tenants’ homes has an 

impact on health, anti-social behaviour and rates of crime.  R. and M. is not just about cash.  It is a top priority for 

social housing providers in terms of improving the quality of life for tenants and delivering measurable social value, 

highlighted in the requirements of the Decent Homes Standard21. Office for National Statistics (ONS) data shows 

that R. and M. accounts for a significant proportion of social landlords’ costs, some £7.5 billion in 2013 across the 

UK as a whole22.

 

19
The Farmer Review of the UK Construction Labour Model; Modernise or Die, 2016 

20
Material Advantage: A study of the cost of materials supply inefficiency in social housing repairs and maintenance in Great Britain, 

June 2014, Travis Perkins Group Research Paper
21

Decent Homes: refurbishing social housing, updated 23 April 2014, Department for Communities and Local Government 
22

Output in the construction industry, 2017, ONS
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At the same time, the role of social housing in resolving ‘the housing crisis’, the shortage of affordable housing 

and rising private sector rents putting increasing pressure on levels of housing benefit claimants has come into 

increasingly sharp focus. The Conservative Government has started to put more pressure on social housing 

providers to solve the gap between new housing needed and housing sold off under the recently extended Right 

to Buy scheme, a factor identified in several of the reports and forecasts reviewed for this research.  

The social housing context is thus under pressure perhaps as never before, financially as well as in terms of 

compliance and productivity. Whilst all agencies in receipt of public sector funding are bound by the Public Sector 

Equality Duty, there are fewer resources, both financial and human, available to set up specific initiatives to attract, 

recruit and train women into R. and M. teams.  

5. Overall findings and recommendations  

This section of the report sets out the overall findings from the research, while the following sections in Part Three 

focus on detailed findings and recommendations. Earlier sections of this report have identified key issues from 

previous research. Below, a summary of responses from the two main surveys carried out as part of the research is 

provided. 

Organisational survey

There were 46 responses to the organisational survey, from 7 local authorities, 17 housing associations, 6 

contractors and 16 others (including ALMOs, architects and charities). Of the organisations from which responses 

were received, 31 directly employ maintenance teams. The size of their workforce on trades (internal workforce 

and contractors) varied significantly, from below 50 to over 1,000. Of all the respondents 22 noted that their 

organisation had 1-5 female trade operatives working on maintenance, while only one organisation had more 

than 40 female trade operatives (that was a college rather than a social housing organisation). There were 18 

respondents that had no female trade apprentices carrying out their maintenance work, 17 organisations had 1-5 

female apprentices and 8 organisations between 6 and 10 female apprentices.

Of all respondents, 95% said that they did not employ enough tradeswomen and 100% agreed that more 

tradeswomen should be employed in the social housing R. and M. sector. In the survey, 86% of respondents stated 

that there is a business case for employing women in R. and M. teams in social housing. Some respondents linked 

this to initiatives that aim to train and employ social housing tenants as part of R. and M. teams, contributing to 

the social value outcomes of the housing provider. Others linked this to the need to meet the wishes of female 

tenants who may feel vulnerable with tradesmen due to prior domestic abuse or for religious reasons. A number of 

respondents also stated that female R. and M. staff may be seen as more trustworthy due to stereotyped thinking 

about tradesmen not being trustworthy.

In this context, barriers identified to employing and retaining tradeswomen included:

■ women not knowing that opportunities are available 

■ not enough trade apprenticeships, linked to a shortage of qualified tradeswomen

■ gender stereotyping and stigma, present within society, families and schools  

■ attractiveness of the sector; seen as a dirty job

■ sexist attitudes within the sector; attitudes of the existing male-dominated workforce 

■ not targeting girls at a young enough age for them to see it as a viable career choice  

■ small organisations not able to run their own apprenticeship programme

■ lack of flexible working 

■ lack of organisational emphasis on the value of a more diverse workforce. 
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One of the respondents that felt that there was not a business case noted that equality means that opportunities 

need to be open to all, and another that the business case is weak in comparison with other drivers. 

Just over 60% of organisations had diversity policies with a named person responsible for monitoring progress and 

diversity targets in place. Only 12% of these thought that their organisation was effective in implementing the 

policy, with 57% saying that their organisation was ‘getting there’ and 9% that their organisation was ‘ineffective’ 

in relation to implementing the policy. A number of responses noted a need for focused activity to encourage more 

women to work in the trades, based on the experience that general equality and diversity policies did not deliver 

in this area. A small number of respondents noted that they had specific targets around the number or percentage 

of tradeswomen. A number also noted that their organisations had had some success in attracting more women 

to work in the trades as a result of specific action taken, while others had attempted to increase numbers but with 

little success.

 

These overall findings are in line with previous research: low numbers of tradeswomen in the organisations that 

responded to the survey; support for more tradeswomen being employed in the social housing R. and M. sector; 

significant recognition of the business case for employing and retaining more tradeswomen and the range of 

cultural, financial and practical barriers to doing so; equality and diversity policies in place; some action having been 

taken with differing degrees of local success; and very limited impact on the national picture.     

Individual initiatives that are successful in increasing the numbers of women entering the trades highlight clearly 

and consistently what needs to happen in order to attract and retain women.  However, uncoordinated and 

individualised projects, whilst valuable and effective locally, do not have an impact on the bigger national picture.  

Those responding to the survey on behalf of organisations were also asked what could be done to encourage more 

women into social housing R. and M. operative roles. The responses can be divided into the following themes:

■ providing information to young women/girls at an early stage through schools, careers advisors and other  

 mechanisms 

■ selling the benefits of a career in the trades in a different way, e.g. you can help other people feel safe in   

 their homes 

■ promoting the range of roles available

■ proactively targeting opportunities for women to work in the trades 

■ giving more attention to attracting women to train in the trades

■ providing work experience, job shadowing and apprenticeships

■ ensuring the environment is welcoming to women and having a zero tolerance attitude to sexism and   

 bullying

■ trying to combat stereotypes 

■ offering flexible hours

■ highlighting and promoting female role models

■ thinking about the kind of services we want to provide in the future, rather than fitting women to what   

 exists now. 

The above responses give an indication of the breadth of action that might be taken to increase the number/

proportion of women working in the social housing R. and M. sector, ranging from addressing deep-seated cultural 

issues, to more practical issues able to be tackled by a single organisation.
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Tradeswomen working in maintenance survey 

A survey was also sent to individuals and 60 women responded, 49 of whom were working as a tradeswoman, 5 

had previous experience of working in the trades, three were seeking a job in the trades and three were seeking 

a training course in the trades. The majority were gas fitters, electricians, carpenters and plumbers. At the time of 

the survey, 43 were working or training as a tradeswoman in the social housing R. and M. sector. These women 

identified Women into Construction, women who were already qualified in the trades, colleges, managers, peers, 

online information (the Go Construct website was specifically mentioned) and libraries as resources that they had 

found helpful. However, a significant number did not identify any resources as being helpful and said that they 

would have liked advice, information (including on qualifications), support, role models and opportunities to be 

more readily available.

The most common routes into their current role were on-the-job training (71%) and qualifications (46%), while 

work experience (38%) and apprenticeships (15%) also featured. Asked what would attract them to working as a 

tradeswoman in social housing R. and M., responses focused on:

■ good job security, pay and conditions, flexible working and training opportunities

■ wanting to help others 

■ being hands-on

■ the range of work, job satisfaction 

■ enjoying problem-solving  

■ the chance to meet new people.

All bar one of the respondents agreed that there should be more women working in social housing R. and M. 

Asked what can be done to recruit more women into these roles, the responses can be divided into the following 

themes:

■ more awareness and promotion of opportunities, including in schools   

■ greater availability of training, apprenticeships and work experience

■ role models, particularly older women in the trades 

■ change the public perception of women working in the trades/address stigma 

■ offer good pay and conditions, training and opportunities for progression

■ ensure zero tolerance on sexism, discrimination and bullying within the workplace. 

There was a significant focus in the responses on action within the school setting; information, advice, 

tradeswomen going into schools to talk about their work, providing work taster opportunities and work 

experience.
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Asked why they thought only 1% of people working in the trades are women, responses were very similar to 

those from the organisational survey:

■ traditionally seen as roles for men

■ ongoing sexism

■ perception that women have to work harder to prove themselves

■ lack of awareness of the range of roles 

■ trades not often raised at school or as part of careers advice

■ working within a predominantly male workforce/lack of a support network of other women

■ lack of role models

■ not enough encouragement given to women to consider a career in the trades

■ organisations recruiting from amongst people they know. 

Despite this, 77% of respondents felt that there are opportunities for career progression for women in social 

housing R. and M. roles, with a number of women citing their own career development as positive examples. 

However, some women wanted to progress and had faced barriers such as a lack of funding for training.   

In terms of what can be done to retain women in social housing R. and M, suggestions included support, being 

treated fairly/as equals, good/equal pay and conditions and opportunities for training and progression, flexible 

working hours, a safe working environment, provision of proper facilities and uniforms that fit women. 

Asked whether employers offer the right support for women working in social housing R. and M. teams, 62% 

of respondents said yes. A number of respondents identified specific individuals within their organisation who 

have been supportive to them. Other sources of support found to be helpful included colleges, Women into 

Construction, Women in Trades and Non-traditional Employment for Women. The value of a mentor or buddy 

was highlighted and a small number of respondents identified the possibility of having an all-women team, 

both for mutual support and to give customers this option. The importance of having a supportive manager 

is demonstrated in the transcript of an interview with Kay, a 28-year-old apprentice electrician with Mears (see 

Appendix D).             

There is significant similarity in the issues raised in the responses to the organisational and individual surveys. What 

is evident from both surveys is the range of issues at play and the interconnection between them. What is also clear 

is that the range of issues includes those that are structural, societal, cultural, behavioural and practical.  

The chain of causation/pathway of experience

The above findings, along with previous research, point to perhaps what underlies the difficulty in making 

any impact on the overall position of women in the trades. There is no one root cause; rather a number of 

interconnecting factors, all of which need to be addressed in a concerted way if a significant difference is to be 

made. No one link in the chain of causation can totally compensate if the others are not working to encourage 

women to work in the trades or may even be actively working against this. The lack of a concerted multi-agency 

approach to join up the links in the chain and co-ordinate activity is perhaps one of the reasons why the industry as 

a whole has consistently failed to improve its gender profile in the trades.  
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The overall findings from both the organisational and individual surveys, taken alongside the findings from previous 

research, suggests that it is possible to describe the chain of causation as follows, each link involving vital factors 

affecting girls’ and women’s occupational choices and experience (their pathway of experience):

■ Society and culture as experienced in the home and family: gender roles underpin fundamental  

 social and individual psychology for everyone, and occupational gender stereotypes are deep-seated  

 in the social and domestic psyche.

■ School: next to the family, school strongly influences people’s career choices and how they see   

 themselves in a gendered way. If, as it generally appears, schools tend not to challenge occupational  

 gender stereotypes, girls’ career choices are limited from the start, as are those of boys. The young   

 women’s trust report on apprenticeships suggests that boys and men more readily take up    

 non-traditional work roles than girls do.

■ Careers advisers, jobcentres: evidence23 suggests that occupational gender segregation persists in  

 careers advice and at jobcentres, as a reflection of wider social gender stereotyping and is still   

 consistently not addressed by increasingly hard-pressed careers and jobcentre staff.

■ Colleges and training providers: in spite of many initiatives by the sector skills councils, the unions  

 and a number of further education sector colleges and training organisations, women are not   

 getting into construction apprenticeships and other construction training in anything like the   

 numbers they need to. The existing initiatives appear to be maintaining the status quo in the trades  

 rather than increasing the number of women entrants.

■ Employers, public sector and private R. and M. companies: a number of private construction   

 employers and social housing sector organisations have initiated schemes to employ more women in  

 trades. These initiatives are vital in terms of learning about what makes a successful initiative, but   

 they have not been able to compensate for the weak links elsewhere in the chain.

■ Policy-makers and shapers, charities and regulatory/infrastructure organisations: much of   

 the impetus for change can come from these agencies. However, they too have limited power or   

 control over the other links in the chain.

It is therefore important for the sector to move towards national KPIs, perhaps linked to compliance with 

the Public Sector Equality Duty, driven and supported by a sector-wide policy initiative. This needs to start 

with the collection and publication of data on employment by gender and occupation in all DLOs and in 

the repairs and maintenance teams employed in contractor supply chains. Without this data, no meaningful 

progress can be made. 

Overall recommendations

1. In order to provide leadership at a national level, a Gender in Housing R. and M. Action Group should  

 be established (host to be agreed).

2. This should be supported by the development of an R. and M. Diversity Charter, which includes   

 voluntary KPIs.  

23
For example Educating the Educators: Construction’s unique opportunity to work with careers advisers to inspire a new generation 

of recruits, 2014, CITB, which found that ‘35% of careers advisers believe a career in construction is unattractive’
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3. It should also be complemented by the establishment of a national observatory for the collection   

 and collation of data on R. and M. employment, including statistics on direct labour organisations   

 and contractors. This would enable the setting of a baseline and national targets. Opinions    

 varied as to which agency should be responsible for this, but there was agreement  that, while   

 data that provides a national picture of employment within R. and M., including gender breakdown, 

 is not available, this makes it more difficult to address the issue effectively. A ‘Social Housing Repairs 

 and Maintenance Employment Research and Development Observatory’, maintained by an umbrella  

 organisation, could provide baseline information and drive best practice in addressing the problem,  

 drawing on the multiple good examples of gender inclusion that exist now, or have done so in the   

 past.

4. Further support for organisations should be provided by the production of a new Construction   

 Diversity Toolkit for apprenticeships and employment, produced in collaboration with the TUC/UCATT.

5. Given that the causes of gender imbalance in the social housing R. and M. workforce are complex   

 and multi-faceted, best practice examples that address the range of causes should be identified and  

 disseminated, as well as support provided for their replication. Examples in this report and the   

 companion Best Practice Guide provide a useful starting point.  

6. The replication of best practice should be incentivised by local authorities and housing associations   

 who are contracting their R. and M. out to private sector partners through formal procurement and  

 other mechanisms such as proactive use of the Public Sector Equality Duty. 

7. Because of the complex causation, Government, policy-makers and shapers and infrastructure   

 supporters should set and monitor targets for individual stakeholders and provide incentives.   

 Stakeholders interviewed as part of this research identified charters, benchmarking, training,   

 mentoring schemes and, where possible, funding, as helpful mechanisms. The research findings point  

 to a carrot rather than a stick approach to ‘getting gender on the agenda’. 

8. In the absence of, or in addition to, a concerted national policy initiative, employers and housing   

 associations should put in place specific gender equality policies, targets and monitored action   

 plans supported by training and, if necessary, partnerships with specialist agencies such as Women   

 into Construction or Construction Youth Trust. 

9. All such initiatives need to take account of what the research has found as the chain of causation,   

 which means working where possible with local schools, careers advisers, colleges and    

 training providers, local authorities, employers and infrastructure organisations. This     

 will involve drawing on best practice on what has proven to be effective in terms of going out   

 into schools and careers/jobcentres, women-friendly recruitment and using positive role models and  

 mentors.

10. Initiatives should also take account of the success factors identified by this research (see page 38). 

11. Social housing organisations should compare their current practice with what makes a welcoming   

 organisation for women in the trades and make appropriate changes (for details, see the companion  

 Best Practice Guide). 
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Part Three – Findings: The Pathway of Experience 
This part of the report is structured around the chain of causation/women’s ‘pathway of experience’, which has 

emerged as a key finding of the research. 

This section therefore starts with school and family settings, moves to careers advice, colleges and training 

providers, lessons for local authorities and other social landlords, other employers, and finally for policy-shapers, 

government, charities, unions and other agencies who are not employers or trainers, but who are in a position to 

influence policy and practice in supporting measures to attract and retain women in R. and M. teams. 

In each of the five sections, relevant findings from the research are set out, exemplified by quotes from individuals, 

either from survey responses or interviews carried out as part of the research, followed by recommendations. 

Relevant demonstration projects which were identified during the research as constituting effective practice are 

recorded here. As noted earlier in this report, the companion Best Practice Guide includes details of a range of 

practice examples, along with contact details. The recommendations in this part of the report should be considered 

alongside the overall recommendations set out in Part Two.   

6.Schools and families

Research findings

The responses to the tradeswomen working in maintenance survey indicate that occupational gender stereotyping 

remains prevalent in schools. This is important because, from an early age, girls are influenced away from technical 

and scientific subjects and this can have a significant impact on their career choices. Stereotyping and ideas about 

different kinds of jobs are often unconscious, based on outdated ideas that have never been challenged.   There 

is also a lack of awareness among parents and teachers about what roles are available for boys or girls and 

sometimes also a view that construction is not a high-status career choice. This is a training issue for teachers and 

parents alike, because they are important early opinion-formers in young girls’ lives.

Of the tradeswomen or female apprentice respondents who were interviewed as part of the research, 95% said 

that they would not have thought about going into R. and M. if they had not been supported and encouraged by 

a father, brother, uncle or other close family member who gave them their first job in a trade. This demonstrates 

that primary importance of positive messages and role models as early in life as possible, within the family, as well 

as within other settings, such as school. Such support was noted by these women as giving them the kind of 

confidence they needed to be in a minority in subsequent training and employment settings.

All of these interviewees said that they felt that schools did not encourage girls into construction, 43% citing actual 

discouragement. Most said that they received no information at school about social landlords as employers. Of the 

women interviewed, 82% cited schools in a negative sense, acting as an actual barrier to attracting women into 

the trades, nearly twice as many who said that discouragement took place within the school setting. 

In the survey, 70% of tradeswomen interviewees said they thought work tasters and work experience at schools 

provided an opportunity for girls to discover construction jobs and the local roles available in housing associations 

and local authorities. They also said that boys too need to be educated at school to see construction trades as open 

to all as part of changing culture around what is seen as men’s and women’s work. 

About 90% of the interviewees said that they thought schools could work with parents as early as possible to 

‘normalise’ the idea of construction as a career for girls.  All respondents said that there was no information at 
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Part Three – Findings: The Pathway of Experience 
school about what jobs exist in construction, nor any information about modern construction activities that could 

help challenge outdated stereotypes about what construction currently involves. 

Opinions were divided among respondents about whether women-only taster training was necessary or desirable.  

Where respondents had not experienced single sex training, they tended not to feel it was important, but all who 

had experienced women-only taster sessions or more comprehensive training said that it was the specific invitation 

to women that had attracted them to the training.

Schools have responsibility for delivering or securing careers advice, and anecdotal feedback among careers advice 

specialists questioned as part of the research is that pressure on budgets causes many schools to cut back on 

specialist careers advice and rely on teachers to deliver what they can.   

Quotes from respondents to tradeswomen working in maintenance survey:

  
“I came into the trade due to working alongside my dad from young, and had a general interest in joinery.
I loved working with my hands and seeing a result at the end of the day. For example, blank walls at 8am, 
then by the end of the day the kitchen units are in and worktops are on, you look back and feel good…”

“Schools, parents [are a barrier]. Our work to encourage female school students to consider a craft 
apprenticeship faces barriers because schools are not supportive – everything appears geared to further and 
higher education. Also, parents see university education as aspirational for their children and apprenticeships 
as second best or lower, and craft apprenticeships for their daughters appear very low down on their radar. If 
we take on female craft apprentices, we have no problem retaining them…”

“[Barriers are] not enough awareness of trades in schools/colleges still targeting males rather than females.”

“As a social housing provider, the organisation wishes to reflect its service in line with the local community. 
Our retention rates of tradeswomen is excellent. However the attraction of female candidates to trade roles 
is low. The main barrier appears to be a sector one of making construction more appealing to females and 
more accessible. I believe this needs to start at a young age and students [should be] given the opportunity 
to engage with the industry on a number of occasions.”

“[I would have liked to have] a role model to come to school and talk about their experiences [so we could] 
ask for information”

Quotes from respondents to organisational survey:  

“Early gender stereotyping and lack of careers advice in schools [are barriers]”

“Not targeting girls at a young enough age for them to see it’s a viable option.”

“We hold a number of taster days in schools…”

“Our industry is not promoted early enough in schools.” 

“We continue our work with schools and colleges, but more needs to be done with parents.” 
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Demonstration projects

Leicester City Council’s flagship building maintenance apprenticeship training scheme showcases an approach 
where female construction apprentices go into schools in Years 9-10 to encourage girls to consider R. and M. 
careers in social housing. (A full case study on this scheme is provided at Appendix E).

Recommendations

R6.1 Government and schools have a role to play in tackling gender stereotyping early.

R6.2 Starting as early as possible, including primary school, schools and parents need to work together to  

 help children think about girls and boys in non-traditional job roles. This should include construction as  

 a career choice for girls and educating both girls and boys to normalise ideas about girls in the trades.

R6.3 Construction taster courses should be taken in to schools in years 9-10 and delivered where possible  

 in girls-only groups.

R6.4 Training should be provided for teachers to raise awareness of the importance of not gender   

 stereotyping, and not unwittingly making girls’ and boys’ career choices for them before they have even  

 had a chance to think consciously about careers and jobs.  

R6.5 Local authorities and housing associations should undertake a programme of partnership with schools  

 to help build understanding of local jobs and careers and promote diversity in construction jobs.  This  

 would be a demonstrable way in which public housing providers could show that they are actively   

 fulfilling their Public Sector Equality Duty.

R6.6 Infrastructure and support organisations should publicise the support they offer more widely and   

 proactively. A strong role is indicated for support organisations such as Women into Construction and  

 Construction Youth Trust to work more with schools alongside training schemes and housing providers.

7. Careers advisors and jobcentre staff

Research findings

Just one of the 60 tradeswomen who responded to the survey identified a schools careers adviser as a resource 

that had been helpful to her in her desire to work in social housing R. and M.  

Every tradeswoman interviewed face to face said that, if she received any careers advice at all, it tended to be 

gender segregated. The impetus to enter construction employment did not, for any of these women, come 

from careers advisers or jobcentres; instead, each woman had seen a specific initiative inviting women, met 

a positive role model, and/or been encouraged or inspired by a close family member (usually father or uncle, 

though one respondent’s mother is a painter and decorator and had encouraged her). 

All the interviewees who had had any experience of careers and job advice services were critical of such 

services.  Many said they had difficulty being taken seriously if they asked about a job in construction. Rather 

than showcase this apparent lack of success, the research conclusion is that further work is needed to find out 

what is going wrong. 
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Previous research identified that, owing to the variety of courses and diversity of career paths, even 

professional career advisers find the subject of careers advice for construction confusing24. A further factor is 

that careers advice has been cut back radically in the last 10 years, with the result that there is an increasing 

reliance on generic careers information and online services, which provide little or no opportunity for any 

gender stereotyping to be explored and challenged with individual young people.

The scope of this research did not extend to detailed interviewing of careers advice and jobcentre staff. 

However, previous work by the researcher with jobcentre staff looking at the employment opportunities 

in construction for homeless people, had indicated that careers and jobcentre staff on the ground were 

committed to equality of opportunity in principle, but in practice, pressure on budgets meant that training 

and support to make this happen in relation to construction was not readily available.  

Among a group of six large careers advice organisations25 throughout England, each with an annual turnover 

of £5-£20 million, there were no gender-related advice projects around careers in construction or housing 

maintenance.

It must be assumed that, as is the case with the situation in schools, occupational gender segregation is 

in part a function of the wider culture we live in, suggesting it requires specific and targeted measures to 

counteract it. Work undertaken by Construction Youth Trust in 2007 with careers advisers had a specific 

aim to find out what the obstacles were for careers advisers in advising young people about trades’ jobs 

and delivering training to tackle this. Of the 40 careers advisers who attended the training, all said that they 

had not been fully aware of the roles available in modern construction trades. Despite the positive images 

of women in CITB and other construction careers guidance information available, it seemed then and seems 

now, that gender stereotyping, combined with traditional views about trades activities, still seem to prevail in 

careers advice and in jobcentres.  

The models for delivery of jobcentre and careers advice functions varies across the country from delivery by 

local authorities, dedicated services which may be social enterprises or charities, to contracted-out services 

run in the private sector. This diverse delivery model means that there cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ approach 

to reversing gender stereotyping in these services.  

24
Construction and Women: Promoting Construction Careers for Women in the North West, undated, University of Salford 

25
From unpublished research interviews in 2015 with reachfor, a consortium of large careers advice and training companies: Adviza 

(Berkshire and Home Counties), Inspira (NE England), Career Connect (Liverpool and NW England), CXK (Kent), Futures Advice, Skills 

and Employment (Nottinghamshire), CSW Group (South West England).  
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Quotes from respondents to organisational survey:  

“[Barriers are] early gender stereotyping. Lack of careers advice in schools. Poor image of apprenticeships. 

Lack of women-focused construction opportunities…”

“[What would help is] making the sector more attractive to young people in particular that are deciding 

on a career. To work with careers advisors in schools to ensure they are aware of the numerous roles in 

construction and give accurate information and advice. We have trialled initiatives such as taster events. 

More promotion of female role models across the sector would also be useful.”

Quote from respondent to tradeswomen working in maintenance survey:  

“When leaving school, there is nothing to show girls that trades are available to them. Also, all your friends 

from school go into college or jobs in different sectors all together and it is very daunting to take the plunge 

on your own into training to become a tradeswoman.”

Quote from local authority training provider:

“Jobcentres deliver ‘career apartheid’ in terms of discussing construction maintenance opportunities with 

girls. There is a Pink Road, and a Blue Road in the jobcentre… ” 

No demonstration projects were identified for this theme.  

Recommendations

R7.1 Stakeholder infrastructure organisations should work with specialist careers advice organisations that 

 deliver commissioned advice in schools as well as independently, to ensure they are aware of the  

 construction career paths available to girls in social housing R. and M. teams. 

R7.2 Specialist careers advice agencies that have access to funding streams for specific innovative projects  

 should consider using these to encourage girls to take up roles in social housing R. and M. teams. 

R7.3 Specific initiatives are needed to help jobcentre staff understand how to ensure that R. and M.   

 opportunities advertised through them are fully open to women and girls. 

R7.4 To assist in tackling gender stereotyping in careers advice, discussions between agencies such as   

 Women into Construction and the Department for Work and Pensions, jobcentre staff, representative  

 bodies for the National Careers Service and independent careers advice services should be held.

R7.5 The low number of construction apprenticeships taken up by women needs to be addressed at every  

 stage of the pathway to employment, through comprehensive gender monitoring, ensuring    

 recruitment literature is inclusive, making specific invitations to women and advertising in female-  

 friendly places, as well as training and supporting organisations and individuals that may act   

 as gatekeepers. This could take the form of targeted training and toolkits. 

R7.6 Positive female role models are needed to inspire and encourage women into R. and M. job roles, as  

 well as to help careers advice and jobcentre staff understand how to reverse gender stereotyping.
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R7.7 Further research is needed into what prevents careers and jobcentre staff changing their practice in   

 respect of occupational gender stereotyping.  

8. Colleges and training providers

Research findings

It should be noted that the majority of the findings in relation to FE colleges come from secondary sources 

rather than primary research carried out as part of this project. This is due to the low response rate from 

colleges. Should further research with colleges be undertaken, thought needs to be given as to the method 

and style of approach.  

FE colleges

As has been noted earlier in this report, the numbers and proportion of women in construction-related 

apprenticeships and training are low:

 ■ The latest dataset produced by the Skills Funding Agency shows that female apprenticeship starts in  

 construction, planning and the built environment were 1.8% of the total26 

 ■ CITB data for 2014 showed that 5% of all construction trade trainees across the UK were women27 

This reflects and perpetuates the occupational gender balance in the trades as a whole, highlighting a need 

for specific targeted activities to increase the numbers of women getting trained in the trades.  

This points to a potentially critical role for FE providers in helping break the cycle of ‘women do not want to 

train or work in construction’.  We were not able to obtain sufficient formal responses from FE colleges and 

training providers as part of this research to constitute significant evidence of what they think about diversity 

in R. and M. roles. 

However, some interviewees with close connections to FE cited ‘churn’ in construction training programmes, 

referring to an assertion that, in some colleges, larger numbers of women were training, but did not end up 

getting jobs in construction. We were unable to verify this during the course of this research.

  

Informal, anonymous responses from FE professionals did suggest, though, that the FE sector is under 

considerable pressure currently to improve its overall recruitment, retention and achievement rates in the 

context of dwindling budgets. This pressure may have forced many colleges to look inwards and focus on 

how and where to reduce costs, rather than looking at new business development.  

As of 2014, learner destination data is collected by FE colleges and linked to funding, based on requirements 

for individual learner records published by the Skills Funding Agency. This included a new requirement to 

record destination and progression outcomes, including whether individuals obtained employment or went 

on to further study. This data is not yet in the public domain.

26
Equality and Diversity Analysis Report 2013 – 2014, April 2016, Skills Funding Agency

27
Training and the Built Environment 2015, CITB 
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A 2015 survey28 undertaken by Futures Advice, Skills and Employment, a Nottinghamshire-based careers 

advice and training company, asked colleges about the collection of data and how they were using it.  

More than 60 colleges responded, and the findings suggest that destination data is not being fed in to 

forward planning, at least in this sample. Rather, as a new requirement, the collation of learner destination 

information is largely seen as something that has to be done to fulfil funding criteria.  

The findings of this survey suggest that FE colleges and other training providers are missing opportunities to 

use student destination outcome data for continuous improvement and business development.  From the 

perspective of this research, gender-based trade training linked to R. and M. jobs could be potential business 

development for FE colleges.

Given the significant cuts to funding faced by many FE providers, there is a need for these organisations 

to create new income streams, as well as maintain and improve learning provision to meet the needs of 

learners, employers and the local job market.

From the perspective of this research, learner destination data could usefully monitor destination by 

occupation, gender and age. This would help enable FE sector colleges and training providers to bridge a 

longstanding gap between training and jobs, and to improve their employer engagement. A national social 

enterprise, Working Knowledge, has identified a need to help colleges more consistently improve the ways 

they engage with employers to help bridge this gap. 

It would also be interesting to ascertain whether the numbers of female construction trainees are distributed 

evenly across FE colleges or whether the numbers are higher in some places than others. Knowing the rate 

of conversion of training into jobs in construction would also be essential in order to be able to find out how 

many women are getting jobs in what kind of employment following completion of their training.

Many successful partnerships between training providers, employers and diversity specialists have 

demonstrated that the most effective way to convert training into employment for everyone including non-

traditional entrants and disadvantaged groups, is for employers and training providers to form a partnership 

to make this happen. In the context of budget cuts and externally imposed achievement targets, it is even 

more important to develop and showcase partnerships that are succeeding despite these pressures being 

faced across the public sector.   

There have been important changes in apprenticeship funding and organisation from May 201729. These aim 

to give employers more control over designing, choosing and paying for apprenticeship training, through 

an apprenticeship levy. The levy will be paid by employers, with a total income of over £3 million per year 

from April 2017 which the Department for Education (DfE) proposes to use to increase investment in 

apprenticeships by 2020 from 2010 levels, to £2.5 billion.   

The new arrangements are intended to make it easier for employers large and small to ‘navigate and choose 

the apprenticeship training they want to purchase’. Funding will now ‘follow employer choice, moving away 

from the current provider-led model and meaning providers will have to be much more responsive to what 

employers need’.    

28
Reported in September 2015, survey of FE colleges carried out by Futures Advice, Skills and Employment in spring 2015, into the 

use made of student destination data in forward planning, reported on website www.futuresadvice.co.uk  
29

Apprenticeship Funding in England from May 2017, October 2016, Department for Education
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It remains to be seen how effective these new measures will be in helping bridge the gap between training 

and jobs and to help drive diversity targets. The apprenticeship reforms also include consolidation of 

incentives to recruit people with Education Health and Care (EHC) plans, care leavers and disadvantaged 

communities. 

We conclude that there may be opportunities from recent changes in FE and apprenticeship provision that 

could support initiatives aiming to attract more women into R. and M. roles. There is also significant learning 

to be had from those housing organisations that have strong partnerships with FE colleges (the companion 

Best Practice Guide has some useful examples).     

Local authorities and housing associations are well placed to form links with local FE providers. In this way, 

not only can training be carried out to match employer need, but employer diversity targets can be met. 

Courses linked to jobs and run in partnership with employers, whether apprenticeship programmes or other 

qualifications, can help recruit and retain women in jobs.

Trainees

Tradeswomen and female apprentices who were interviewed as part of this research were on the whole 

complimentary about their training at college, although they all said that they had needed to be ‘tough’, or 

had developed resilience and confidence through having to face difficulties at college. Many also said their 

teachers and peers were accepting and helpful once they had been seen as serious.

The traditional age of entry for men in construction tends to be younger than for women, who, on average, 

enter construction aged 25-40. This can create difficulties for women in the college environment because of 

differing levels of maturity amongst older women and groups of very young men, on top of any differences 

in learning styles that women and men may bring into learning environments.

Qualifications

Four individuals who were interviewed as part of this research worked in research and analysis roles. They 

all noted that the qualifications system itself potentially discriminated against women in the trades. They 

suggested that multi-skilling and multi-skill qualifications can have the effect of providing a ‘second class 

tier’ occupied by women. NVQs were also identified as discriminating against women. One interviewee said: 

‘You can’t become fully qualified without site experience, yet it’s difficult for women to get experience.’  The 

full impact of the qualifications system on women’s entry into trade training and jobs should be investigated 

further to identify what should be done nationally to include more women in construction apprenticeships 

and other training. 

Demonstration projects 

Construction training in FE providers identified during the research as demonstrating some of the success 

factors and obstacles involved in recruiting more women in construction trades include:

■  Brighton College

■  City of Leicester College (see Appendix E)

■  College of North West London

■  Leeds College of Building
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Recommendations 

R8.1 Training should be driven by employer needs in the context of a strong employer engagement   

 strategy by the FE provider, whereby, wherever possible, training is provided that leads to a job.  

R8.2 Recruitment targets should be set for numbers or proportion of women in construction    

 apprenticeships.

R8.3 Apprenticeship reforms should include additional incentivising for recruiting women and girls into   

 apprenticeships in construction trades, as well as the current measures to incentivise recruitment of   

 people with EHC plans and from other disadvantaged groups. 

R8.4 Course recruitment literature and online materials need to make positive invitations to women,   

 including pictures and specific wording inviting women.

R8.5 Construction training course providers should reflect on the fact that women tend to present for   

 construction training at a later age than men.

R8.6 The full impact of the qualifications system on women’s entry into manual trades training and jobs   

 should be investigated further in order to identify what can be done at a national level to include   

 more women in construction apprenticeships and other training routes.

R8.7 The new Institute for Apprenticeships should have a diversity strand as part of its work. 

We also endorse the recommendations made by the Young Women’s Trust in their publication Making 

Apprenticeships Work for Young Women30.

 

9. Local authorities, other social housing providers and private sector R. and M. employers

Research findings

The research findings indicate that employers, whether social housing providers or private sector R. and M. 

companies, have, in some cases, had a major impact on recruiting and retaining women in R. and M. teams, 

sometimes in reasonably significant numbers (for example, see Leicester City Council example in Appendix E). 

Survey responses and face-to-face discussions also referred positively to employers in the wider construction 

sector.  

The responses from both organisations and tradeswomen, alongside consideration of previous research, 

demonstrates that the impact that employers can have can be divided into a number of different kinds of 

interventions: 

I. In their capacity as employers through flexible and supportive employment practices that help to   

 include women who may have childcare and domestic responsibilities.

II. By setting and monitoring diversity targets in R. and M. teams, and promoting positive actions to   

 achieve them.

30
Making Apprenticeships Work for Young Women, 2016, Young Women’s Trust
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III. By partnering with others or independently linking with schools and careers/job advisers to ensure   

 that gender stereotyping does not take place in work placements, apprenticeships and careers advice. 

IV. By partnering with training providers and unions, or setting up their own training schemes so that   

 their diversity targets and job requirements can be met by a bespoke training scheme. 

From the responses to the survey of tradeswomen working in maintenance and the organisational survey, 

it is also possible to identify a range of factors that make organisations/companies open and welcoming for 

women working in the trades or wishing to do so:

■  inclusion

■  visible career progression and opportunities

■  equal pay and access to promotion

■  flexible working 

■  support and mentoring

■  role models

■  advertising of opportunities 

It can be seen that there is significant synergy between the first two groups of interventions that 

organisations can take and the factors that make them welcoming organisations.

I. In their capacity as employers through flexible and supportive employment practices that   

 help to include women who may have childcare and domestic responsibilities.

In the survey of tradeswomen, 62% of respondents said employers offer the right support for women 

working in R. and M. teams. Responses indicate there are excellent examples of good employment practice, 

with great support provided by managers, flexibility regarding working hours, women feeling as if they are 

always treated as equals, and support from peers and teams.  

Mears and Kier were most often quoted as being flexible and hospitable employers for women in R. and 

M. teams. Willmott Dixon, Durkan, Laing O’Rourke, Lendlease and Landsec were among other employers 

highlighted as having a good track record in encouraging the employment of women in construction trades, 

some of these in R. and M. functions and others in general construction functions.

In terms of flexible working, the most commonly mentioned issues by respondents to the tradeswomen 

working in maintenance survey were flexible starting and finishing times, not being penalised or judged 

if they had to take time off for sick children, not always having to take this time off as annual leave and 

advice and mentoring from a sympathetic manager in the event of workplace colleague discrimination or 

harassment. 

Prior experience of the researcher and this research has also identified a number of excellent construction 

trade training and employment initiatives run by local authorities (see Appendix E for an example).

However, survey responses also highlighted worrying examples of workplace prejudice that will clearly need 

to be addressed if housing R. and M. roles are to become a mainstream occupation for women. The issue of 

sexism and harassment was raised by a number of respondents to the survey, highlighting the importance of 

a swift response, training for supervisors and effective support for women experiencing this at work.     
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Quotes from respondents to tradeswomen working in maintenance survey: 

“I had a few issues throughout my apprenticeship and was always told the door is open or just a phone call 

away to chat.”

“I have been fully supported throughout my career. I have been able to take time off to have two children.

I have been trained to progress through my career. My employer makes allowances for flexible working hours 

to suit childcare when needed, as well as other policies in place to cover any support that is needed.”

“I am not aware of any tradeswomen yet who have ‘climbed the ladder.”

“Attitudes of the existing workforce and ‘blindness’ of employers to the skills and competence of 

tradeswomen prevent their employment. The increased value of introducing a more diverse workforce is not 

perceived. This has been amply demonstrated outside construction. But the value when working in people’s 

homes of people with ‘soft skills’ is totally not considered in the industry and is a huge contributor to its bad 

reputation. The excellence of the women who are working in skilled trades demonstrates that women are 

capable of working in these roles and doing more than a ‘good job’. The determination they have to stay 

in the sector is enormous and undocumented. They don’t just have to put up with ‘workplace banter’, but 

if they’re lucky enough to be able to gain work in the sector they suffer frequent verbal and often physical 

abuse. We know of women who have been sexually assaulted at work and who were told by the owner 

of the company ‘don’t come crying to me, you’re only here so I can gain publicity’ and another whose 

work station was sabotaged so she fell through a ceiling, badly damaging her back. Many have their work 

sabotaged. To remain in this environment is very difficult. We feel it is not a safe work environment for young 

women, but the females supported and encouraged into construction by all the existing schemes are under 

24, and by the nature of their age and inexperience, vulnerable.”

“ [It is] seen as a male domain, not attractive for women and [there is] an element [of] keep it that way… 

number of applications is limited… seen as a dirty job.”

Quote from respondent to organisational survey:

“I think it’s a much broader issue – how can we encourage women to think about maintenance trades as 

a potential career? So far, we have concentrated on wheeling out the odd success story. Perhaps we need 

a more imaginative and forward-looking approach to this that describes the kind of services we want to 

provide in future, rather than focus on the way women might fit into the building maintenance world as 

it is.”

II. By setting and monitoring diversity targets in R. and M. teams, and promoting positive   

 actions to achieve them.

In our organisational survey, 86% of respondents said that they believed there is a business case for 
employing women in R. and M. teams in social housing. It is clearly important for employers to identify their 
reasons for wanting to employ more women in R. and M. teams, be this moral/social justice, community 
regeneration/supporting local economies, and/or a housing business case, e.g. addressing a skills shortage 
and/or being able to provide appropriate services for customers in relation to who does work in their homes.

Some respondents to the organisational survey reported a reluctance to set specific targets for increasing 
the number/proportion of tradeswomen due to a concern that these targets might not be met.                      
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There was a consensus that it would be beneficial and common sense for there to be a 50% female 
R. and M. workforce, but there was a prevailing view that an overall commitment to the employment of 
tradeswomen was strategically preferable to setting targets that might not be met.

A number of responses demonstrated a confident approach to gender equality and a strong gender equality 
ethos, supported by relevant policies, targets and resources and founded on an acknowledgement that action 
on gender is both needed and desirable. The Nottingham example (see quote below) demonstrates such an 
approach across organisations; the local authority as strategic commissioner of housing services and a social 
housing provider.  

There were a very small number of comments made in responses to the organisational survey that raise issues 

about the organisation’s equality policy and how it interprets equality of opportunity. 

Quotes from respondents to organisational survey:  

“We have general equality and diversity policies – but have realised a special policy/campaign for bringing 
women into our asset management directorate is required (despite this being an unwritten and management-
supported aim already – each situation of not progressing against this aim is ‘justified’).”

“[We have a] newly appointed diversity and inclusion individual, have a specific women in construction 
manager who is encouraged to drive numbers within this specific area. [We have a] new recruitment manager 
to build a new attraction strategy to improve diversity across all areas and raise awareness of the opportunities 
we have that women can apply to.”

“The diversity policy is targeted for our employees to represent the wider Nottingham community. We also 
have specific targets for Nottingham City Council to attract women in construction and clearly across the entire 
organisation.”

“Equality, we can’t specifically promote employing just female construction workers, it has to be open to all.”

III. By partnering with others or independently linking with schools and careers/job advisers   
 to ensure that gender stereotyping does not take place in work placements, apprenticeships  
 and careers advice. 

Whilst no specific examples of such initiatives were identified by the research, it was felt important to identify 
this area of potential intervention that employers could undertake. This is based on the number and range 
of responses to the tradeswomen working in maintenance survey that identified stereotypes as a key issue in 

terms of barriers to women entering the trades.     

Quotes from respondents to tradeswomen in maintenance survey:  

“The trades need to be in the curriculum in school… The trades are not just for blokes, and girls/women 
shouldn’t feel like they are ‘not allowed’ in the construction industry.”

“Stop the stereotyping of women being no good for the role…”

“Stereotypes. Trades is still very much classed as a man’s job.”

“Fear of working in trade environment due to general stereotype of trade industry.”
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“Talks within schools and colleges from tradeswomen themselves.”

“Talks in schools, interest girls at a young age. Show them that nothing can stop them doing whatever they 

want to.”

IV. By partnering with training providers and unions, or setting up their own training

 schemes so that their diversity targets and their job requirements can be met by a bespoke  

 training scheme.

Effective training schemes have been set up by some local authorities and housing associations to support 

the achievement of diversity targets. Funding for such initiatives has reduced in recent years but some 

notable examples of good remain, such as those in Leicester City and Islington Councils. 

The Leicester City Council case study (see Appendix E) clearly demonstrates the value of a strong partnership 

approach in achieving an increase in the number of women working in R. and M. roles. In this case, the 

partnership includes the employer (in this case the council), a local college that has a women-only course 

and a trade union. The specifics of partnership working will clearly vary between areas, but the principle of 

partnership in which each organisation can play to their strengths is vital.  

Quote from respondent to organisational survey:  

 “We run our own employability schemes across the city to do this. We have specific projects as a fast track 

into construction where we partner with the local colleges and training providers.”

Success factors

Looking at the range of positive examples from employers that have had successful initiatives to increase the 

number of women working in R. and M. roles, it is possible to identify a number of success factors:

■  Encouraging a commitment from the top to employ more tradeswomen

■  Setting an monotoring realistic incremental targets set and monitored

■  Undertaking targeted recruitment activities, including going into schools and careers advice centres   

 and using positive recruitment images

■  Where new entrants are recruited from further education colleges, ensuring the college is supported  

 in its employer engagement strategy so that diversity targets can be met 

■  Where training is delivered by, or for, the employer, partnering with a relevant union to design and   

 deliver training

■  Partnering with a training specialist to deliver training

■  Promoting a close link between training and jobs

■  Setting up a women’s support and action forum

■  Showcasing women as positive role models in the organisation

■ Providing training and development for existing male and female staff to help address any negative   

 stereotyping

■ Dealing visibly and promptly with any harassment or bullying on the basis of gender; adopting a 

 zero-tolerance approach.
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■ Taking positive action to ensure that all supervisory and management staff buy in to gender equality  

 targets and can demonstrate to staff their support and belief in women in R. and M. roles

■ Establishing an agreed corporate business case for employing more women in R. and M. roles 

■ Developing a strong ethos of partnership in which each organisation can play to its strengths. 

The above list clearly demonstrates that a comprehensive approach is required, embedded in the culture and 

values of an organisation. These factors need to sit alongside good working and management practice across 

an organisation, e.g. provision of flexible working, great management and other support and provision of 

mentors.

Demonstration projects 

Initiatives identified in the research that showcase best practice include: 

■ Berneslai Homes

■ Derwent Homes

■ Fusion 21

■ Islington Council

■ Leicester City Council

■ Mears Group

■ Monmouthshire Homes

■ Nottingham City Homes

■ Places for People

■ Rotherham Better Homes

■ South Hams Dristrict Council

■ Sovereign Housing Association (Oxfordshire) – Women in Trades 

■ United Welsh

■ YouthBuild

■ Women in Construction Bradford

Recommendations

R9.1 Organisations should consider what (further) action they can take in relation to the four areas of   

 potential intervention:

 I. In their capacity as employers through flexible and supportive employment practices that   

  help to include women who may have childcare and domestic responsibilities

 II.  By setting and monitoring diversity targets in R. and M. teams, and promoting positive actions  

  to achieve them.

 III. By partnering with others or independently linking with schools and careers/job advisers to   

  ensure that gender stereotyping does not take place in work placements, apprenticeships and  

  careers advice.

 

 IV. By partnering with training providers and unions, or setting up their own training schemes so  

  that their diversity targets and job requirements can be met by a bespoke training    

  scheme.
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R9.2 When implementing any initiative or project to increase the number of women in R. and M. roles,   

 organisations should consider the success factors identified above and seek to integrate these into   

 their work 

10. Policy-shapers, unions, charities and other support and infrastructure organisations 

Research findings

Survey responses and the face-to-face interviews suggested that, overall, people were well aware of any 

specific support for women employees that exists within their organisation, but tended to be less aware of 

the infrastructural support available from third-sector organisations and umbrella agencies.

Just 24% of respondents to the tradeswomen in maintenance survey were aware of any support for them 

outside of their own organisation. In face-to-face interviews, people were asked what support organisations 

they were aware of; none of them had heard of any of the national support available.

When organisational support was mentioned, it was identified as being of key importance in providing 

apprentices and employees with confidential and understanding support in dealing with the particular 

challenges inherent in being a tradeswomen in a predominantly male environment. In particular, Sovereign 

Housing Association, Berneslai Homes and Leicester City Construction Training Centre were highlighted as 

providing high-quality support.

A number of the overall recommendations made in Part Two of this report will require hosting and/or 
co-ordination by support and infrastructure organisations. 

Demonstration projects 

The research identified best practice in infrastructure support in the following organisations:

■ Construction Youth Trust

■ Go Construct (CITB)

■ The Guinness Partnership

■ TUC/Unionlearn

■ UCATT

■ Women into Construction

Recommendations

R10.1 There is a clear role for a collaboration of umbrella agencies and third-sector support organisations   

 in steering an overarching strategic project to increase the number of women in housing R. and M.   

 teams, including running the recommended observatory for collecting data and identifying    

 and disseminating best practice (see overall recommendations).

R10.2 There is also a clear role for specialist charities in partnering with employers, training providers,   

 schools and careers/job advice services in order to help them address gender stereotyping at   

 every stage of the learner/employee journey.

R10.3 Publicity for support available at a national level to female construction employees and apprentices   

 would benefit from being co-ordinated and improved; social housing organisations could play   

 a useful role in dissemination.  
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11. Concluding remarks

Our aim in publishing this research and its companion Best Practice Guide is to provide social housing 

organisations with practical recommendations and examples of how the proportion of women working in 

the manual trades might be increased. This is not something that is simply a ‘nice to have’; there are robust 

service delivery, anti-poverty and social value reasons for employing more women in the trades. The sector 

has an opportunity to reap these benefits as well as becoming an exemplar in gender diversity in front-line 

R. and M. services.
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Appendix D: Transcript of interview with tradeswoman ‘Kay’

What is your interest/angle in the issue of recruiting and retaining women in maintenance jobs?  

I work as an apprentice and I’d like to carry on doing this once I’ve qualified. I’m 28 and this is where I see 

my future in work.

What are your main roles and responsibilities at work?

I’ve been an apprentice electrician for one year, working for Mears. I work alongside another electrician 

doing maintenance and testing. We get changed round every six months. I really like my work.

What special skills do you need for this?

You’ve got to be practical, hands-on and mechanically minded.

Where do you see yourself in five years’ time at work? 

I’d like to be a fully qualified electrician working in repairs and maintenance.

What attracted you to this role in the first place? And what was your route into this role?   

(Qualifications, work experience etc.)

When I was growing up I used to spend my whole life in my dad’s garage helping him fix cars. I wanted to be 

a mechanical engineer and I started working with a crane engineer. This didn’t work out in the end because 

some things happened in my life, but I have always been interested in electrics, so I got into that instead.

My dad always supported me and it seemed normal for me to get into this kind of work. I think it might have 

been more difficult for me to do this if I hadn’t grown up with my dad expecting me to cope on my own in 

the garage.

What do you think about the issue of getting more women working in maintenance jobs?  

It can be difficult, but the best thing to do is get on with it. I had my family behind me, but I think, if you 

haven’t got that, the schools should encourage girls more into trades and engineering.

What can be done to recruit more women into these roles?  

You need mentors who have been through it.  And role models to encourage girls early on. In schools, 

sometimes they don’t think of pushing girls into trades, but I think they should.

In maintenance, we have vulnerable tenants that prefer women doing repairs. Sometimes it’s because of 

domestic violence or they are vulnerable and get threatened by male teams. We have six women in the team 

in Leeds and they are often called out just to help with vulnerable tenants.

So there’s a good business case for having women in R and M?

Yes, it happens a lot, tenants are happier sometimes to have a girl. Muslims ,too, like having a women in the 

flat or the house.
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Are there any barriers to women getting and keeping jobs in maintenance? If so, what are these?

Yes, it’s, difficult but you have to be a bit tough. That’s why you need the mentors and role models to show 

girls how to be confident. Sometimes older blokes have an attitude problem. If the managers don’t believe 

women should do the job, then it doesn’t happen.

And the whole message of the way jobs are recruited. Look at the army adverts. They put women in the 

ads and that makes it clear that women are welcome. Recruiting materials need to have positive images to 

inspire women and girls, otherwise it just looks as if it’s jobs for men only.

What can be done to ensure women stay in the industry once recruited?

I think it’s entirely down to the attitude of managers. It makes all the difference. Managers need to believe 

women can do this job. If managers don’t believe it, it doesn’t happen. Managers need to be shown that 

women can do the job. Sometimes the older men don’t get it either; they need training and help to get it.

What is career progression like in maintenance roles for women? 

I don’t really know, but I’m hoping I can be a supervisor or something. I know I can talk about this with my 

manager, so I’m not worried.

What support do you know about for women in the trades?

Outside Mears, I don’t know. Mears gives us lots of support. If I needed support, I can go to my supervisor. 

I have the attitude to just carry on with the work and prove them wrong.

What do you think about qualifications and training for maintenance roles?

At Leeds College, there is a women’s programme. It could be better advertised, but it’s about jobs.

Any key messages for employers?

Working for Mears is very good, I can always go to my manager if I have any issues. People ask me how I got 

my apprenticeship and they think it is really good that girls are working in trades.

It’s harder than you’d expect. We’re very supported at Mears, but if that wasn’t the case it might be difficult.  

Employers need to have role models, like we had Michaela. She came to my house to talk to me and 

encourage me, and I know she inspired three or four other women.

Employers need to have a positive attitude about women and get more women working, then they will 

inspire more.

Any key messages for those planning qualifications and training?

Keep going! Have more pictures of women in the jobs.

Anything else you’d like to say to help us find what works and what doesn’t, to recruit and retain 

women in maintenance jobs in construction?

Get the message out there.
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Appendix E: Leicester City Council Construction Training Scheme case study

This project is important because it is an example of a long-standing programme that was set up in the 

1980s specifically to address gender and ethnic imbalance in the R. and M. workforce in a DLO. Funding 

reductions, movement of ownership of housing stock and other pressures have meant that many such 

projects have fallen by the wayside over the years. This demonstration project is a rare surviving example of a 

local authority working with a trade union to set up training that aims to increase the number of women in 

R. and M. jobs in the council housing department. As such, it is a very clear demonstration of what works. It 

shows clearly that the optimum role for colleges is to function as a training partner with a specific employer, 

a trade union and an inclusion specialist. A key message of this project is that partnerships make things 

happen in increasing participation of women.

But even this project’s success is affected by a lack of available roles in the housing department due to 

current funding constraints. This demonstrates clearly, that achievement of diversity targets is not only 

dependent on there being a policy, targets and specific actions, but also on there being new job vacancies 

available.

Project description

Leicester City Council’s flagship building maintenance apprenticeship training scheme showcases an 

approach where female construction apprentices go into schools in Year 9-10 to encourage girls to consider 

R. and M. careers in social housing. The Women into Construction tasters make a positive invitation to 

women, and there is a Women into Construction support and action group in the scheme that mentors and 

inspires female apprentices. 

Role and organisation details

Apprenticeship Development Officer

Construction Training Centre of Excellence

Achievements

Apprenticeship training scheme with average annual numbers of 75 trainees, with an average number of 

15-20 female trainees at any one time; 123 women trained in total.

Three trainees went on to teach at the local college.

Six women employed at the moment as qualified workers in the Council Housing Department.

In 1986, we already achieved three female apprentices, which was unusual at that time. One of them is still 

with us in the Council. Since then we have trained 123 women in a range of crafts.

Type of organisation

The Training Centre was set up by the City Council in 1986 to provide apprentices to work in council 

housing. The City has 22,000 social housing properties.

If Local Authority or Housing Association, do you employ direct maintenance teams?   

There is a directly employed workforce of around 44 tradespeople.
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If LA or HA, do you subcontract any housing maintenance functions?  

There is some specialist sub-contracting.

Interview with Barry Sullivan, Leicester City Council 

How did you get involved with getting more women into R. and M. jobs in the housing 

department?

When I started in 1986, I came from working in YOPS and YTS for the County Council. The job was really set 

up by the Union helping the City Council to provide targeted training for getting workers into repairs and 

maintenance teams. At that time, there was no structured training programme. I was given a blank sheet. 

I was told I needed to get a more diverse workforce, but I wasn’t given any targets. There was an all-male 

workforce then, 30 apprentices mainly white, all young boys.

The first thing I did when I started was to remove the age limit on trainees, and organise a structured training 

programme. My brief was to change the nature of the workforce in terms of gender and also ethnicity.

There is an Equality Duty which informs Council practice, but these things need to be monitored too. 

It should include the supply chain too.

Do you have a diversity policy in place with a named person responsible for monitoring progress, 

and diversity targets?  

Yes, I introduced the policy and targets in response to a general brief I was given, to improve the diversity 

of the workforce. It’s essential to have targets. Our achievements have happened by design, not by chance.  

Diversity in construction doesn’t happen by chance, it needs to be planned.

We also have to think about tackling the prejudices of both apprentices and their families, where they believe 

that it’s inappropriate for girls and women to be in building trades. 

There is a women-only course at the local college, which helps a lot.  

We operate a selection process, which isn’t just based on academic achievement. We’ve developed ways of 

opening up the recruitment to be accessible to women, disadvantaged people and also BAME communities.

We guarantee a place for any young person who is in care, as our way of helping address the awful 

disadvantage faced by young people leaving care.

We involve the unions closely. Unionlearn has showcased our scheme as a model of good practice, and its 

Apprenticeship Charter has drawn on our practice to help drive up standards in apprenticeships generally.

How do you think you are doing in implementing it?

There’s always room for improvement. We are under a lot of pressure at the moment because the jobs aren’t 

there in the City Council housing department. We’ve got the trainees, but not the jobs.

I’ve needed to spend a lot of time mentoring supervisors. The female entrants were fine, it’s the male 

supervisors we’ve needed to work on and train. I often find it’s best to take an approach of reasoning with 

them. Often we hear them saying, ‘Women are taking men’s jobs’, but I reason with them and they usually 

come round. I also have to ask them not to swear at the tradeswomen, it makes them feel even more 

excluded. Often the supervisors just haven’t thought about it.
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In the Council, attitudes have changed too. Three of our tradeswomen went on to work in colleges, and they 

are teaching in the college now. That really helps attract more female trainees.

We have a support and implementation group for women in the Training Centre. We need this because all 

around there is a kind of ‘gender apartheid’, a hidden curriculum that divides jobs along gender lines and 

keeps jobs for the boys. The jobcentres and careers services do it, and there is pressure from society.  That’s 

why we need mentors and specific support while people are training, it sets them up and supports them in 

the future, giving them a bedrock.

Equality isn’t a bolt-on, it’s a core value.

I told the schools and careers, you keep sending me boys on work placements, and I told them there were 

going to be no work placements unless they sent girls.

Do you think more women should be employed in social housing maintenance teams?

It’s all about stereotypes. There isn’t just one reason why people come into trades. It is lots of things.

There’s 51% women in the population, so there should be at least half the workforce being female.

Is there a business case for employing more women in social housing maintenance?

The apprentices tell me tenants welcome a woman to do repairs. 

It makes sense from the tenants’ point of view, but also for the Council to help create a diverse workforce 

among its own employees. When the employees are also tenants, that makes even more sense.

What do you think are the barriers to employing and retaining women?

Like I say, there are barriers at every step of the way.  Social pressures, schools, careers and then the colleges.  

With the best will in the world, even in the Council, the financial pressure is there, which stops them 

focusing on diversity.

What can be done to encourage more women into social housing maintenance roles?

Schools need to bring tradeswomen in to tell girls and boys that girls can do these jobs.

Jobcentres need to learn not to operate gender segregation.

It helps to have centres like ours, where the Council runs its own training to fill its own vacancies. In lots 

of college courses, the problem is that there isn’t the link between training and jobs. Even though there is 

pressure on jobs at the Council, at least a training place with us is a link to a potential job. I think all housing 

departments should run their own training schemes like ours. 

Are you aware of any resources to help organisations and/or individual women?

I don’t know about nationally, but I think the Union helps. At the centre, we need the women’s support and 

implementation group, because even here there are pressures.
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