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1 Introduction 
In recent years, significant progress has been made towards the goal of gender equality in the 
workplace. However, this progress is patchy and significant barriers continue to negatively 
affect women’s access to, and employment conditions within, the labour market. These 
barriers include issues of equal pay, underemployment (employed for fewer hours than 
desired or at a level below an individual’s experience and skills), and persistent stereotypical 
attitudes within the workplace.1  
 
Gender equality is not only a women’s issue — it makes sound economic sense. There is a 
growing body of evidence that shows that gender equality in the workplace generates 
economic growth and productivity. The most recent modelling for the UK, carried out by 
McKinsey and Co. in 2016, estimates that £150bn could be added onto UK GDP business-as-
usual forecasts by 2025 by taking steps to close gender gaps.2 
 
A 2015 report by the Women’s Business Council3 also highlights this economic potential, 
noting: 

 
Equalising women’s productivity and employment to that of men’s levels has the 

potential for increased gross domestic product of 35% in the UK. This could be equal to 
an additional almost £600 billion to our economy… 

 
To effectively tackle inequality in the workplace, we have to change the gendered nature of 
workplace cultures. To do so, men have an important role to play, particularly in sectors 
wherein they make up the majority of the workforce. Furthermore, as men are more likely to 
occupy senior decision-making positions throughout the labour market, they will often be the 
ones to decide whether tackling gender inequality is a priority, and which activities will be 
undertaken.  
 
To ensure that men can play such an important role, we must first understand how they 
perceive gender equality in the workplace. This report seeks to start a conversation 
surrounding men’s perceptions and provide an initial insight into how men working in a 
number of key sectors in Wales view gender equality and experience working with women. 
Commissioned as part of the Agile Nation 2 project, which is funded by the European Social 
Fund and supported by the Welsh Government, the research explored the views of men 
working in Construction, Energy and Environment, ICT, and Advanced Materials and 
Manufacturing.  
  

                                                      
1 Chwarae Teg (2012), “A Woman’s Place: A study of women’s roles in the Welsh workplace” 
https://www.cteg.org.uk/research/womans-place/ (Access: February 2017) 
2 McKinsey and Co. (2016) The Power of Parity: Advancing women’s equality in the United Kingdom. 
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-
equality-in-the-united-kingdom (Access: February 2017)  
3 Women’s Business Council (2015) ‘Maximising women’s contribution to future economic growth – two years 
on’. https://www.womensbusinesscouncil.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/DfE-WBC-Two-years-on-
report_update_AW_CC.pdf  (Access: February 2017) 
 

https://www.cteg.org.uk/research/womans-place/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-equality-in-the-united-kingdom
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-equality-in-the-united-kingdom
https://www.womensbusinesscouncil.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/DfE-WBC-Two-years-on-report_update_AW_CC.pdf
https://www.womensbusinesscouncil.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/DfE-WBC-Two-years-on-report_update_AW_CC.pdf
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Although men are equally important in the formation of organisational culture, there is a 
dearth of research into men’s perspectives on workplace culture, equality and diversity. This 
research provides an important opportunity to start exploring men’s views on gender equality 
in the workplace, working with women, real and perceived barriers for women and how these 
barriers can be eliminated. With this research, we aim to better understand gender issues in 
the workplace in order for businesses to take steps to improve gender equality and ensure 
that both men and women can help to drive this change.  
 

1.1 The background 

In recent years, there has been increasing interest in understanding why more than four 
decades of workplace equality legislation has not translated into equal access and 
opportunities for women in or entering the UK labour market.4 This critical examination of 
distance travelled is itself part of an increased focus on the value of gender equality in the 
global economy.5   
  
There is a variety of research that considers women’s access to work, representation in the 
workplace, pay gaps, and workplace cultures in the UK labour market. Much of the research 
that has been conducted into women and work to date has focused on the barriers that 
women face in their workplace and throughout their career. These can be summarised as the 
barriers affecting women’s access to the labour market fully or partially, as well as the barriers 
relating to the uptake and availability of opportunities for women within the labour market 
in specific work settings. 6 These barriers are multiple and cross-cutting and consist of macro-
level policy issues such as the availability of affordable childcare, as well as more micro-level 
or ‘cultural’ issues such as stereotyped assumptions in respect of women’s roles at work and 
as carers, whether overt or as part of a more subtle, unconscious bias.  
 
Together, factors such as individual attitudes, cultural values and structural issues — including 
a lack of policy levers — contribute to limited access and opportunities for women in the 
workplace. These factors also affect the underemployment of women, levels of pay, the type 
of work undertaken, and their role and status within an organisation. A significant body of 
literature shows that women have had a more difficult time than have men in structured 
career development and promotion, restricting their capacity to reach top levels of senior 

                                                      
4 Women’s Business Council (2015) op. cit.; Close the Gap/WISE report (2016) ‘Gender Equality Pays: The 
economic case for addressing women’s labour market inequality’. 
https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/resources/Gender-Equality-Pays.pdf; Walby and Olsen (2002), “The 
Impact of Women’s Position in the Labour Market on Pay and Implications for UK Productivity” 
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fass/resources/sociology-online-papers/papers/walby-weupayandproductivity.pdf 
(Access: February 2017).  
5 IMF Working Paper (2016) Trends in Gender Equality and Women’s Advancement. 
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp1621.pdf; McKinsey (2015) The Power of Parity: How 
advancing women’s equality can add $12 trillion to global growth. https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-
insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth 
(Access: February 2017) 
http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-
add-12-trillion-to-global-growth  
6 Close the Gap/WISE report (2016) ‘Gender Equality Pays: The economic case for addressing women’s labour 
market inequality’. op. cit.   

https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/resources/Gender-Equality-Pays.pdf
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fass/resources/sociology-online-papers/papers/walby-weupayandproductivity.pdf
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp1621.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth
http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth
http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth
https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/resources/Gender-Equality-Pays.pdf
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management and boardrooms.7 This is what the campaign group “Close the Gap” has termed 
“Vertical Segregation”, which is defined as the “under-representation of women in 
management positions” and is one of the key challenges of gender equality in the labour 
market, succinctly explained by Walby and Olsen: 
  

There is a pronounced concentration of women and men in different occupations, with 
women over-represented in lower paid occupations. Gender segregation involves a 
form of labour market rigidity that prevents the allocation of the most appropriate 
worker to any given job slot.8 

 
There are a number of consistently identified barriers to workplace equality across a range of 
studies (discussed further in Section 1.3), but this is not a matter of a simple ‘check list’, given 
the complex and cross-cutting nature of these barriers. The structural barriers that women 
experience in the workplace, alongside individual circumstances and experiences, such as 
expectations of caring roles within family units, contribute to the glass ceiling that sees 
women continually underrepresented in senior positions.  
 
An important starting point in tackling inequality is to identify specific measures of gender 
equality in the workplace, which recognise the complexity of interrelated barriers. A 
significant number of indices have been developed to identify equality ‘benchmarks’ and ‘best 
practice’. Some of these, such as a requirement to ensure no discrimination and/or sexism in 
the workplace, are statutory, as set out in the Equality Act 2010. 
 
Quantitative indicators of women’s employment conditions provided by the Office for 
National Statistics, e.g. the proportion of women employed part-time, levels of pay in 
particular labour market sectors, or companies, the proportion of women within a sector or 
within a particular company who are employed in senior positions, and so forth, also provide 
a clear steer as to the sorts of factors that together indicate the extent to which women have 
equality in respect of access and opportunities in the UK labour market. Identifying where 
and how these indicators are not being met has thus facilitated a ‘way in’ with regard to 
understanding why they are not being met and in what contexts, thus providing insights into 
how to tackle these barriers.  
 
Much of the research into barriers to equality has been informed by the perspectives and 
experiences of women themselves.9  Thus, from a data-driven perspective, we have access to 
the insights of women regarding the educational biases and barriers that women face, the 
stereotyping that takes place in the workplace and beyond, and the lack of policies that 
recognise the double burden that women face as they try to combine career progression with 
family care activities, which often go unsupported or unrecognised by employers. Despite 

                                                      
7 Close the Gap/WISE report (2016) op. cit. ; Women’s Business Council (2015), op. cit. 
8 Walby and Olsen (2002), “The Impact of Women’s Position in the Labour Market on Pay and Implications for 
UK Productivity”, op. cit., p. 10  
9 This predilection for focusing on the perceptions of women extends beyond academic studies; see, for 
example, ‘Construction: No place for women?’. http://www.building.co.uk/construction-no-place-for-
women!/3052199.article (Access: March 2017); also, Walby and Olsen (2002), op. cit., Chwarae Teg (2012), op. 
cit., and Women’s Business Council (2015), op. cit. 

http://www.building.co.uk/construction-no-place-for-women!/3052199.article
http://www.building.co.uk/construction-no-place-for-women!/3052199.article
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being an important part of the picture, men’s perspectives on these issues are often not 
considered.  
 
The driver for this current research is the recognition that what men think of gender equality 
matters, and in at least two important ways.  Firstly, to a large extent, workplace cultures are 
often reflective of the attitudes and experiences of those who are dominant. In the case of 
sectors and organisational structures that employ few women, it is men who shape workplace 
culture; thus, any attempt to change male-dominated workplace culture while excluding men 
will fail to achieve a lasting impact. Secondly, the timing and pace of increasing the number 
of women within the workplace is something over which individual businesses and companies 
have agency and for which they have responsibility. Every social and economic institution has 
gatekeepers; in a male-dominated environment, those gatekeepers may also be heavily 
influenced by men and men’s perceptions. 
 
Therefore, the overarching aim of the research is to provide a more informed evidence base 
on which to design effective policy actions and programmes to accelerate the advancement 
of women in all sectors and areas of the economy. By understanding the extent to which men 
recognise the barriers identified by women and others and explore their perception of these 
barriers in the context of their own work-life experiences, we hope to be able to bring men 
and women together in pursuit of a common equality agenda with shared benefits: better-
quality jobs and opportunities for all members of the labour force.  
 

1.2  Priority sectors 

Between 2012 and 2017, the Welsh Government’s economic development strategy was 
aligned with a number of priority sectors identified as being economically important. The nine 
sectors were Advanced Materials and Manufacturing, Construction, Energy and Environment, 
Life Sciences, Financial and Professional Services, ICT, Tourism, Food and Farming, and the 
Creative Industries. These sectors benefitted from additional support and investment. A 
change in approach is expected in early 2018.  
 
It was decided to focus this research on four of the nine priority sectors in the Welsh economy 
— Advanced Materials and Manufacturing, Construction, Energy and Environment (E&E), and 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) — for a number of reasons. Firstly, this 
work is delivered as part of Agile Nation 2, a project funded by the European Social Fund and 
Welsh Government, which works with companies in the nine priority sectors to improve the 
recruitment and retention of women. The four sectors chosen for this research are also all 
heavily dominated by men.  
 
Without change, any growth within these sectors would currently bring little benefit to 
women. Furthermore, given the research (cited above) which identifies the potential 
economic gains of addressing gender gaps, these sectors which traditionally employ 
significantly fewer women stand to gain more economically and in human capital through 
maximising the potential of women in their workforce, as well as contributing to the wider 
economic success of Wales and the UK.  
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Table 1.1:  Percentage of women employed within four priority sectors in Wales10  
  

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

ICT 27.9 25.6 24.3 21.2 21.7 22.9 24.5 25.6 23.4 25.4 22.2 

Construction 12.1 11.2 12.0 11.5 10.6 11.3 8.4 9.0 10.4 9.8 11.0 

AM&M 19.2 19.5 19.1 17.3 18.5 16.7 17.0 19.1 16.8 19.5 17.8 

E&E 17.7 16.9 16.9 21.4 19.0 21.2 22.1 22.2 21.0 23.0 25.1 

 

1.3 Literature review 

To provide context for this study, we explored existing literature that considers gender 
equality in the workplace, women’s participation in the economy and the role of men in 
tackling gender inequality. Based on this literature, we explore why gender equality matters 
from an economic perspective, why men’s perceptions matter and the role of men as “change 
agents”.  
 

1.3.1 Gender equality matters 

Despite making up half of the workforce, women continue to face barriers to participating 
fully in the labour market and are underrepresented in many sectors and at managerial levels. 
Once they enter working life, the number of barriers increases; yet, their efforts and 
contribution to the economy are undervalued. Evidence increasingly demonstrates that there 
is also an economic cost to this inequality, whether the focus is on the global economy or at 
the level of individual nations such as the UK.11  
 
One of the most comprehensive works to date, recently published by the European Institute 
for Gender Equality (EIGE), has shown that gender equality stimulates economic growth and 
creates jobs.12  In the words of the report: 
 

The evidence confirms that improvements to gender equality would generate more 
jobs for the EU – up to 10.5 million additional jobs by 2050. Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) per capita would also be positively affected and could increase up to nearly 10% 
by 2050. (p.3) 

  

                                                      
10 Welsh Government priority sector statistics, 2017 release. http://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/priority-
sector-statistics/?lang=en (Accessed: October 2017) 
11 Walby and Olsen (2002), op.cit.; McKinsey and Co (2016), op. cit. 
12 EIGE (2017) Economic benefits of gender equality in the European Union: Literature review: existing evidence 
and methodological approaches. http://eige.europa.eu/rdc/eige-publications/economic-benefits-gender-
equality-european-union-report-empirical-application-model (Access: March 2017). See also Ward, J., Lee, B., 
Baptist, S., and Jackson, H. (2010) Evidence for Action: Gender Equality and Economic Growth 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/public/Research/Energy%2C%20Environment%20and%20D
evelopment/0910gender.pdf (Access February 2017); OECD (2012) Gender equality in education, employment 
and entrepreneurship: final report to the MCM 2012 https://www.oecd.org/employment/50423364.pdf 
(Access: February 2017).  

http://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/priority-sector-statistics/?lang=en
http://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/priority-sector-statistics/?lang=en
http://eige.europa.eu/rdc/eige-publications/economic-benefits-gender-equality-european-union-report-empirical-application-model
http://eige.europa.eu/rdc/eige-publications/economic-benefits-gender-equality-european-union-report-empirical-application-model
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/public/Research/Energy%2C%20Environment%20and%20Development/0910gender.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/public/Research/Energy%2C%20Environment%20and%20Development/0910gender.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/employment/50423364.pdf
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At the UK level, the 2015 report by the Women’s Business Council13 also makes a strong case 
for “maximising women’s potential for economic growth”, noting: 

 
Equalising women’s productivity and employment to that of men’s levels has the 
potential for increased gross domestic product of 35% in the UK. This could be equal to 
an additional almost £600 billion to our economy… 

 
McKinsey and Co.’s 201614 report states that “moving towards gender equality is not only a 
moral and social issue; it is important to future economic growth in the United Kingdom”. The 
report outlines key areas wherein action is required to unlock this economic potential:  
 

To capture the economic opportunity, government, private-sector organisations and 
other groups should undertake a package of actions to remove direct barriers to 
women working; create better opportunities to enable themselves to work in the most 
productive sectors, occupations and roles; and reshape the underlying social norms 
and attitudes that define the choices women make and the way society receives and 
supports those choices. 

  
The evidence demonstrates that gender equality in the workplace results in the ‘win-win’ 
outcome of economic growth and productivity and, thus, more job opportunities for all. 
 
In a parallel report, the EIGE has identified a range of specific workplace factors/policies that 
have direct impacts upon gender equality.  Beyond the disparity in the rates of employment 
between women and men, the EIGE points to part-time work (including involuntary part-time 
work), the division of unpaid care between women and men, work–life balance 
(‘reconciliation’), childcare, parental and maternity leave, the gender pay gap, inequality in 
decision-making positions, and economic independence as being the primary dimensions of 
existing gender inequality.15 
 
In identifying these priority areas for action, the EIGE notes that “addressing different gender 
inequalities together is likely to generate more positive impacts, rather than tackling them 
one by one in isolation”16.  
 

1.3.2 Men’s perceptions matter 

Gender equality will not happen by accident. It needs to be proactively pursued by 
policymakers, employers and wider society. We know that the barriers that women face and 
the factors contributing to gender inequality are complex and isolated activity or rules and 
regulations alone are unlikely to deliver the step change needed to genuinely eradicate 
gender gaps. Ultimately, we need to bring about a shift in culture — both societally and within 
the workplace. This can only be achieved by working with men. This is why men’s perceptions 
matter.  
 

                                                      
13 Women’s Business Council (2015), op. cit. 
14 McKinsey and Co. (2016), op. cit.  
15 EIGE (2017) op. cit.   
16 Ibid. p.3  



 

7 
 

Key literature demonstrates that gender stereotypes and stereotypical ideas with regard to 
women’s roles continue to shape men and women’s perceptions and experiences, including 
in the workplace. These include both ‘conscious and unconscious bias’17 and such bias is both 
structurally and culturally reinforced.18 In her 2011 book entitled ‘Framed by Gender’, Cecilia 
Ridgeway19 asserts that widely shared cultural beliefs in relation to gender act as a ‘common 
knowledge’ frame that people use to make sense of one another in order to coordinate their 
interaction. The use of gender as an initial framing device spreads gendered meanings, 
including assumptions about inequality embedded in such meanings. Such stereotyping also 
has a negative impact on men. The invisibility of men in discourses surrounding gender, 
particularly in arenas of caring, emotional work and family life, is a pervading theme 
throughout the literature. Cultural and social opposition to men transgressing ‘traditional’ 
roles affects equality in the workplace. With respect to this, identifying ways in which 
organisational culture is constraining men within normative gender roles also forms an 
essential part of our research. 
 
Before we examine previous studies that have explored men’s perceptions of gender equality 
in the workplace, we should ask a more fundamental question: is there any good reason to 
expect that men’s perceptions of gender equality may differ in any way from those of women?  
Is there, in fact, any such unique body of attitudes and beliefs that we might rightly label 
men’s perceptions? In recent experimental studies, Basford et al. examined the question of 
whether there are gender differences in the perceptions of microaggressions in the 
workplace.20  The results of this study were conclusive, as the authors note:  
 

Results indicate that although both men and women perceive differences in micro-
aggression explicitness, women tend to detect greater discrimination than men, 
particularly when instances are subtle in nature.  

 
This issue of “subtlety” is important, and links back to the key concept of unconscious bias: 
men are unlikely to notice how they themselves establish and act out hegemonic (dominant, 
predominating), discriminatory norms.21 Indeed, as the recipients of such subtle, unconscious 
bias, women themselves may not be aware of its occurrence on occasion, despite, as the 
Basford study shows, being more alert to discrimination overall. 
 
If there are good theoretical reasons to expect that there may be a gender gap in perceptions 
of gender equality in the workplace between women and men, what about the importance 
of such a gap?  A wealth of literature has shown that in a range of institutions — political, 
economic and societal — men continue to occupy numerically more senior positions than 
their presence in the demographic breakdown of countries, and that they cumulatively wield 
more power than do women.22  Therefore, it is crucial to understand how men perceive 

                                                      
17 Close the Gap (2016), op. cit.; Chwarae Teg (2012), op. cit. 
18 Walby and Olsen (2002), op. cit.  
19 Ridgeway, Cecilia (2011) Framed by Gender: How Gender Inequality Persists in the Modern World, Oxford 
University Press: New York.  
20 Basford, T., R. Offerman, T. Behrend (2013) Do You See What I See? Perceptions of Gender Microaggressions 
in the Workplace,  Psychology of Women Quarterly, Vol 38, Issue 3, 2014. 
21 Ridgeway (2011), op. cit. 
22 See, for example, Rees, Teresa (2006) Mainstreaming Equality in the European Union: Education, Training 
and Labour Market Policies. Routledge.  
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gender and gender equality in order to ensure that we are working together to achieve a more 
equal society and labour market. A full understanding of the way in which men perceive 
gender equality — in the case of this report, in the workplace — is a critical step in achieving 
the full potential of many women and men whose economic contributions continue to be 
hindered by inequality.  
 

1.3.3 Men as change agents 

In recent years, there has been increasing recognition of the need for men to be part of 
discussions and action to deliver gender equality. A 2014 UK government report identified 
men as “change agents for gender equality”.23 The report emphasised that achieving gender 
equality must begin by recognising the ways in which men are themselves short-changed by 
patriarchal ideologies.  
 
A 2012 report by McKinsey emphasises the need for avoidance of ‘women-only solutions’ in 
championing gender equality, and exemplifies the argument by noting that “flexible working 
is likely to be a successful initiative for promoting gender diversity only when it ceases to be 
regarded as the preserve of women with dependents”.24 Again highlighting the issue of men 
in senior roles as “gatekeepers”, the research found that the capability to implement change 
is likely to lie with those in managerial and decision-making positions.  As outlined above, 
these are more likely to be men, because despite UK companies recruiting comparable 
numbers of women to men, women are increasingly outnumbered as they rise through the 
ranks.25 The 2012 McKinsey & Co. study highlighted a number of leaks and blockages that 
prevent women from moving up, indicating a need for positive interventions and support at 
various points of transition. The managers determining whether such interventions should be 
made are often men. Perhaps worryingly then, a poll of 1,422 recruitment decision makers 
by the Fawcett Society found that this group was more than twice as likely (16%) as the overall 
population (7%) to be against equality in respect of opportunities for the sexes, and more 
likely to believe that they would personally lose out if women and men were more equal. 
 
The issue of men as change agents is further emphasised in a study and review by Murray 
Edwards College, Cambridge,26 which frames men as the missing ingredient in achieving 
equality for women in the workplace. The research worked with men to understand their 
perceptions of issues that women identify in the workplace. The most recognised gender 
biases by men were the greater likelihood for women to be reticent in meetings and for 
women to be side-lined more often with regard to networking opportunities. The men 
interviewed were least familiar with the ideas that confident women who talk are often not 
heard; that women receive less credit for their skills and performance than do men; that 

                                                      
23 Government Equalities Offices (2014) Men as Change Agents for Gender Equality: Report on Policy Seminar. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/396933/
Report_on_Men_as_Agents_for_Change_in_Gender_Equality.pdf (Access: February 2017).  
24 McKinsey & Co. (2012) Women Matter: Making the Breakthrough, https://www.mckinsey.com/business-
functions/organization/our-insights/women-matter (Access: February 2017).  
25 Ibid. 
26 Murray Edwards College Research (2016) Collaborating with men: Changing workplace culture to be more 
inclusive for women. https://www.murrayedwards.cam.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/Report%202%20-
%20Collaborating%20with%20Men%20July%202017.pdf (Access: January 2017) 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/396933/Report_on_Men_as_Agents_for_Change_in_Gender_Equality.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/396933/Report_on_Men_as_Agents_for_Change_in_Gender_Equality.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/women-matter
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/women-matter
https://www.murrayedwards.cam.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/Report%202%20-%20Collaborating%20with%20Men%20July%202017.pdf
https://www.murrayedwards.cam.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/Report%202%20-%20Collaborating%20with%20Men%20July%202017.pdf
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women’s potential for promotion is undervalued in relation to men; and that women are seen 
as either likeable or competent but not both. 
 
This shift in the debate is also apparent in more high-profile international policy and other 
strategic initiatives, as they incorporate the understanding of men as ‘change agents’ and 
encourage men to be involved in the debate. Recently, the Chartered Management Institute 
(CMI) has launched an initiative, CMI Women,27 which aims to inspire and support women 
throughout their careers and provide organisations with a Blueprint for Balance so that they 
can benefit from being a gender-diverse organisation. The ‘Blueprint’ is focusing on three key 
areas, including ‘Men as agents of change’, prompting men to become everyday champions 
of women at work and agents of change, and driving organisational strategies for balance. 
Another example is a UN Women initiative, the HeForShe solidarity movement,28 which 
provides affirmative action toolkits and other resources ‘to provide a systematic approach 
and targeted platform where a global audience can engage and become change agents for 
the achievement of gender equality in our lifetime’. Other related initiatives also focus on 
men’s roles as agents of change, such as the ‘White Ribbon’ campaign,29 which is the largest 
global effort of men working to end male violence towards women. 
 

1.3.4 Exploring men’s perceptions of gender equality in the workplace  

There are a number of studies exploring men’s perception of gender equality. These were 
taken into consideration in the design of this research, including the survey design. Here we 
explore the approaches and key findings of the studies that informed the development of our 
own research.  
 
One of the most recent pieces of research was the 2016 pan-European study by JUMP 30 which 
explored men’s levels of personal belief in increased gender equality, its perceived benefits, 
and associated issues and concerns. In total, 1,630 men were surveyed on variables including 
hierarchy and roles, experience with female colleagues, sex of children, and household 
income. They were also asked to identify ways in which companies could work to increase 
equality. The survey identified differing patterns between belief in equality and active 
engagement in progressing it: while three quarters believed that they would benefit from 
increased gender equality in the workplace, only one fifth were actively involved in realising 
this. Three tenths were against gender equality; these tended to be middle managers or 
employees in their 30s. Working with female colleagues or a female manager did not 
influence belief in the benefit of gender equality; however, having a daughter was correlated 
with more positive attitudes towards gender parity. Respondents also felt that companies 
should focus on initiatives such as fostering work–life balance, flexible working arrangements, 
parental leave and childcare programmes for both men and women, rather than specific 
training programmes or networks for women that were felt to be exclusionary or ‘othering’. 
Indeed, some sources raised the question of whether initiatives to advance women’s 
participation in the workforce were beneficial or were more often focused on bending 

                                                      
27 http://www.managers.org.uk/cmi-women/our-aim (Access: June 2017) 
28 http://www.heforshe.org/en/our-mission (Access: June 2017) 
29 http://www.whiteribboncampaign.co.uk/ (Access: June 2017) 
30 JUMP (2016) Do men want equality in the workplace? http://jump.eu.com/do-men-wants-equality-in-the-
workplace-19/ (Access: June 2017) 

http://www.managers.org.uk/cmi-women/our-aim
http://www.heforshe.org/en/our-mission
http://www.whiteribboncampaign.co.uk/
http://jump.eu.com/do-men-wants-equality-in-the-workplace-19/
http://jump.eu.com/do-men-wants-equality-in-the-workplace-19/
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women, effectively, to fit in with organisational cultures that value traits associated with 
masculinity, e.g. mentoring female employees to be more assertive. 
 
One strength of JUMP’s study is its endeavour to learn about respondents in their corporate 
environments, which parallels the aims of this research. However, given that only men were 
surveyed, it is limited in generalising the experiences of women in the workplace. Contrary to 
this research approach, in our research design it was decided at an early stage to include 
women in the survey to act as a reference group and to allow us to contextualise the 
responses of men. 
 
A 2014 survey by YouGov, which investigated public opinion on equality in the workplace, 
measured attitudes towards flexible and part-time workers, experiences of discrimination on 
the basis of gender, and perceptions of ambition of women in work. While most male and 
female respondents to the survey felt that there was no gender difference between their level 
of ambition, one in seven disagreed (14%). Men also held less positive views on the ambition 
levels of women who take career breaks to raise children or have flexible work patterns.  
Across Great Britain, part-time workers comprise 25% of the total workforce; however, of 
those who work part-time, three quarters are women.31 In Wales, the figure is even higher: a 
recent study found that women in Wales hold around 80% of all the available part-time jobs.  
Whereas only one in 10 men work in a part-time position in Wales, almost half of the women 
in the workforce (43%) work in part-time positions.32 Negative attitudes towards part-time 
work therefore affect women disproportionately more than men.  
 
A 2013 study by WorldPayZinc33 explored Attitudes in the Workplace and found that strongly 
held views on the suitability of men and women for different jobs persist. The report stated 
that 40% of the UK population believe that men should not undertake jobs such as midwife, 
nurse, nanny or beautician, and 38% feel that women should not work as soldiers, mechanics 
or surgeons. Only 56% of men believed that women should be free to work in any role of their 
choosing. The survey also explored geographical differences in gender stereotypes across 
Britain, with Wales emerging as the area with the most open-minded views on career choices, 
regardless of gender.  
 
Our research replicates many of the questions used in the WorldPayZinc study to explore the 
issues within our sectors of interest. The ICT, Advanced Materials and Manufacturing, Energy 
and Environment, and Construction sectors are all strongly affected by persistent stereotyped 
views that these sectors are better suited to men.34 Unlike the WorldPayZinc study, our survey 
does not assume that stereotyped attitudes are specific to the gender of the perceiver. Two 
further questions were included in our survey to examine more general biases by presenting 

                                                      
31 NOMIS – UK Labour Market Statistics (IDBR, access: July 2017) 
32 Parken, Alison, Eva Pocher and Rhys Davies, “Working Patterns in Wales: Gender, Occupations, and Pay”, 
WAVE, https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/104603/Working-Patterns-In-Wales.pdf 
(Access: March 2017) 
33 WorldPayZinc (2013), “Attitudes in the Workplace: A study of sexism and discrimination in Britain” 
https://www.west-info.eu/sexism-holds-tight-in-brits-minds-worldpay-zinc/attitudes-in-the-workplace/ 
(Access: March 2017) 
34 Gras-Velazquez, A., Joyce, A. and Debry, M. (2009) Women and ICT: Why are girls still not attracted to ICT 
studies and careers? (White Paper). http://blog.eun.org/insightblog/upload/Women_and_ICT_FINAL.pdf 
(Access: March 2017) 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/104603/Working-Patterns-In-Wales.pdf
https://www.west-info.eu/sexism-holds-tight-in-brits-minds-worldpay-zinc/attitudes-in-the-workplace/
http://blog.eun.org/insightblog/upload/Women_and_ICT_FINAL.pdf
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respondents with scenarios that place them outside of the professional domain but still in a 
situation wherein they have to assess the gender-based skills and competencies of women in 
the workplace.  
 

1.3.5 Conclusion 

Gender inequality continues to be an issue in our workplaces and in society more broadly. 
Women experience barriers to accessing the labour market, are underemployed, are 
underrepresented at managerial levels and face persistent stereotypical attitudes throughout 
their careers. Research shows us that this inequality not only affects women, but also is having 
a negative impact on our economic and sociocultural life.  
 
Gender inequality is the result of complex structural and cultural factors and tackling the 
pervasive issue of unconscious bias is as essential as tackling overt discrimination if we want 
to bring about change.  
 
This recognition of the need for culture change as much as specific changes to laws and 
regulations has seen an increased focus on engaging men in discussions surrounding gender 
equality. To effectively move towards a level playing field in terms of both access to and 
conditions within the labour market for women (and indeed for men), it is important to 
understand, and engage with, men as ‘change agents’. The first step in doing so is to explore 
men’s perceptions of gender equality in the workplace to determine how they can become 
an active participant in the drive for gender equality.  
 
The literature shows that this is still a relatively unexplored topic, and while gaining 
momentum, an evidence gap remains at all levels, especially within the Welsh context. The 
findings from the primary research discussed in this report will therefore provide a much 
needed insight into the perceptions of men working in the Welsh economy, particularly in 
economically important sectors which have traditionally employed low numbers of women. 
The report will help to inform policymaking and further campaigns for gender equality.  
 

1.4 The methodology 

The primary data collection method of this research comprised a comprehensive survey 
targeting both men and women in the four selected sectors. This was supplemented by a 
series of focus groups in different locations in Wales in order to provide qualitative and 
contextual richness to the predominantly quantitative data gathered through the survey.  
  



 

12 
 

1.4.1 The survey of employees 

The online survey of employees was developed in conjunction with the Chwarae Teg research 
team and members of the expert network of academic specialists: the Gender Equality in 
Policy and Practice (GEPP) network.35  At the outset, it was the opinion of the academic 
experts from GEPP that it would be important to survey both men and women in these sectors 
in order to have an accurate baseline against which similarities and differences might be 
detected and then explained.  Although the focus of the research remains firmly upon the 
investigation of men’s perceptions, and the reporting below will reflect such an emphasis, the 
inclusion of women as a baseline group serves to identify and highlight areas wherein we see 
sharp gender differences (and others in which few exist). 
 
The online survey was distributed through lists of partners and industry groups in the key 
sectors that were identified in concert by Chwarae Teg and Wavehill.  Those groups and 
institutions were asked to assist the research objectives by forwarding the survey invitation 
and link to their membership.   
 
The survey generated a total of 477 usable responses across four sectors: Construction, 
Energy and Environment, ICT, and Advanced Materials and Manufacturing, of which 51% 
(243/477) were from men and 49% (232/477) were from women.   
 
We attempted to engage with members of the workforce in those sectors from all levels of 
responsibility, from managers to those with no supervisory responsibilities.  The relative 
breakdown of respondents by gender36 and by level of responsibility is shown in Table 1.2. 
 
Table 1.2: Level of managerial/supervisory responsibilities 
  

Women Men Total 

Director/manager 83 145 228 

Foreman/supervisor 19 22 41 

Not manager/supervisor 130 76 206 

Total 232 243 475 

 
The distribution shows that the majority of male participants are in managerial roles (59.6%), 
whereas the majority of female participants are not (56%). The potential impact of this 
demographic feature on responses had to be considered in the analysis of the data, as the 
majority of male respondents are likely to be more experienced and occupy decision-making 
roles in their workplaces.   

                                                      
35 The Gender Equality in Practice Programme, based at the Centre for the Study of British Politics and Public 
Life at Birkbeck College (University of London), is an innovative comparative empirical research programme 
that brings together feminist scholars who are interested in the effects of equality policies in different 
institutional settings and issue contexts. They examine the question of whether equality policies in 
democracies lead to greater gender equality. The Equal Employment group of GEPP is convened by Professor 
Amy Mazur (Washington State University), Dr. Isabelle Engeli (University of Bath), and Professor Roberta 
Guerrina (University of Surrey). 
36 We exclude two cases in which (female) respondents declined to tell us their level of responsibility. 
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Data showing the number of responses by level of supervisory responsibility and by sector 
are presented in Table 1.3 below. 
 
Table 1.3: Breakdown of survey responses, by gender, sector, and level of responsibility 
  

ICT Construction E&E AM&M Total 

Women 
     

Director/manager 16 24 12 31 83 

Foreman/supervisor 3 8 0 8 19 

Not manager/supervisor 30 28 25 47 130 

Total 49 60 37 86 232 

      

Men 
     

Director/manager 27 58 26 34 145 

Foreman/supervisor 10 10 1 1 22 

Not manager/supervisor 31 20 10 15 76 

Total 68 88 37 50 243 

 
As Table 1.3 demonstrates, the majority of male respondents are from Construction (36%) 
and ICT (28%), whereas the majority of female respondents are from Advanced Materials and 
Manufacturing (37%) and Construction (26%).  
 

1.4.2 Focus groups 

At the end of the employee survey, male participants were asked if they would be willing to 
participate in focus groups to explore the topic in greater depth and were given a series of 
options for times and locations throughout Wales.  Of the 243 male respondents, 41 identified 
themselves as being willing to participate and provided contact details.  From this pool, we 
recruited focus groups in three locations: Cardiff (11 participants), Carmarthen (14 
participants), and Aberystwyth (12 participants).  The three focus groups engaged with a total 
of 37 males.  Participants were offered a small fee to offset travel expenses.37   
 
Participants were drawn from all levels of supervisory responsibilities, although this was not 
formally coded in order to create a comfortable and balanced discussion and prevent the 
development of any hesitation in participating in the group discussion caused by the 
differences in occupations of the participants. Participants were asked to introduce 
themselves and their occupation in their own words. 
  

                                                      
37 It was intended to run a focus group in North Wales, but we were unable to recruit a sufficient number of 
participants who could all meet at a convenient time, within the timescales for the research. 
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The sectoral breakdown of participants was as follows: 
 

 Construction: 12 participants 

 Energy and Environment: 10 participants 

 Advanced Materials and Manufacturing: 6 participants 

 ICT: 9 participants 
 

1.4.3 Limitations of the methodology and data  

There are some limitations to the data in this research. As with all online surveys, there is 
limited control over the sample group. In our sample this has resulted in a disproportionate 
number of respondents in managerial roles, which is likely to have affected some of the 
findings. By design, this research was targeted at a small number of sectors, and there is scope 
for further research to explore men’s perceptions more broadly and in other sectors, to 
determine whether these findings align with more general perceptions of gender equality.  
 
In the organisation of the focus groups, steps were taken to ensure a geographically balanced 
discussion by holding focus groups in various regions of Wales. We were unable to hold a 
focus group in North Wales and would suggest that further research into this topic would 
benefit from further engagement with men in North Wales.  
 

1.5 Analysis 

Consistent with the broad aims of the research, the emphasis in the findings below is on men’s 
perceptions of gender equality, exploring their attitudes towards and experiences of gender 
equality and their opinions on policies and workplace culture. Many questions were asked of 
both men and women, although there were some specific topic areas (e.g. take-up of parental 
leave) wherein we focused only on men and in which we had no need to ask the baseline 
question of women as well. In most of the relevant analyses, we include women to be able to 
identify areas in which either men’s perceptions fit closely with their female counterparts or 
we observe significant differences.  
 
We were also keen to try to uncover areas wherein responses may be biased.38  One approach 
which we used in the survey was to try to distinguish between issues and concerns that affect 
companies and workplaces more generally and those which might affect individual 
respondents personally.  For example, we asked questions with regard to the potential 
benefits of gender equality in a series of questions revealing if gender equality is good for 
everyone, for specific groups of other people (i.e. women), for their company or for 
themselves.39 
  

                                                      
38 For example, responses of men might be particularly prone to so-called ‘social desirability’ factors, i.e. 
reporting what they think they want us to hear rather than what they themselves think. 
39 Academic literature has made the distinction between more ‘sociotropic’ perspectives, i.e. those which 
pertain to society as a whole or to external environments, and more ‘egocentric’ perspectives, which touch 
upon self-interest and self-positioning. 
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Where appropriate, we used simple statistical tests, such as difference in means/analysis of 
variance, to determine whether gender gaps and/or other differences presented in the figures 
and tables are statistically significant, i.e. whether we believe that these gaps in our survey 
represent real differences in the general Welsh workforce.  In general, we report differences 
that are significant at the .01 level.40   
 
In the following section, findings related to attitudes and opinions regarding gender equality 
in the workplace will be discussed. In the third chapter of the report, participants’ personal 
experiences of gender relations are explored and in chapter four we discuss participants’ 
opinions on structural problems related to gender equality, e.g. stereotypical attitudes and 
sexism in the workplace and access to initiatives such as flexible working and shared parental 
leave. The report concludes with a summary of our findings and a number of 
recommendations in chapter five.  
  
 

                                                      
40 Meaning that we are confident in the result being repeated 99 times across a random draw of men and 
women conducted 100 times.  We will use the .01 level as the cut-off in this report unless noted otherwise. 
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2 Attitudes and opinions regarding 

gender equality in the workplace 
 

2.1 Introduction 

In this section, we investigate general attitudes of men in our sample towards women and 
towards gender equality outside of their specific workplace. This theme is important as a 
starting point, providing an evidence-based understanding of general attitudes towards 
women and gender stereotyping, which the literature review has shown to shape men’s 
experiences of working with women. As such, it provides an evidential baseline or entry point 
into men’s perceptions of gender equality in the workplace. The survey asked an initial series 
of questions with the aim of tapping into underlying beliefs in respect of gender and women’s 
role in the economy, which then enabled a subsequent focus on individual attitudes towards 
gender and gender equality in the specific workplace of the respondent.   
 
Key findings: 
 

 Men’s perceptions of men as being masculine appear to be more persistent than 
perceptions of women as being feminine. Workers in ICT seem to have a particularly 
gendered perception of men and women.  

 Stereotypical ideas in relation to women are expressed both positively and negatively by 
men and shape perceptions within the workplace and in life more generally.  

 The perception of women as mothers continues to shape perceptions, with men more 
likely to attribute having children with lower levels of ambition among women.  

 Generally, men are unlikely to suggest that their sector is unsuitable for women, although 
the clear outlier is the construction sector, wherein almost two out of five respondents 
say that it is unsuitable for women.  

 Men’s perceptions of gender balance in their sectors are complex. On the one hand, they 
talk about having achieved gender balance; on the other hand, ideas in respect of the 
suitability of certain sectors and roles persist. There remains a perception that women 
simply do not want to work in some sectors.  

 Men are much more likely than women to state that equality has already been achieved.   

 Men are less likely to agree that it is desirable to have gender balance in senior decision 
making.  

 Men do not recognise a discernible benefit to themselves as a result of increased gender 
equality; worryingly, however, there is a notable degree of indifference among women. 

 The existence of gender equality plans or accessing gender equality training seems to 
have a limited impact on whether individuals see a benefit from greater gender equality.  
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2.2 Stereotypical attitudes 

The literature review identified that, due to the persistence of cultural norms, there is a 
tendency for women and men to stereotype both sexes. In order to test this, in the first 
section of the survey we presented respondents with a list of words that might be 
characterised as (stereotypically) either ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’, and asked them to tell us, 
from that list, five words which they would associate with (a) men and (b) women.  Words 
were derived from a review of existing studies of gender and language.  Respondents were 
given a list of words without mentioning their categories (i.e. masculine and feminine) and 
were asked to select all that they associate with women and all that they associate with men.  
‘Masculine’ words were: strong, technical, brave, decisive, and calm. ‘Feminine’ words were: 
caring, compassionate, empathetic, persuasive, and patient.41   
  
The results of the questions are displayed in Figures 2.1 and 2.2 below. 
 
Figure 2.1: “Which of the following words do you associate with men? (up to five)” 
 

 
 

                                                      
41 Words that were derived from the literature review and previous survey work (see Section 1 above) were 
refined by the research team into the present list. 
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Figure 2.1 shows that there is no significant discrepancy between the responses of men and 
women. Accordingly, the first three words associated with men by male respondents are 
technical (79%, masculine), decisive (65%, masculine) and strong (63%, masculine); the first 
three words associated with men by female respondents are technical (70%, masculine), 
strong (60%, masculine) and persuasive (52%, masculine), in order.  
 
Figure 2.2: “Which of the following words do you associate with women? (up to five)” 
 

 
 
Figure 2.2 shows differences from Figure 2.1. Accordingly, the highest-ranked words 
associated with women by male respondents are caring and empathetic (64%, feminine), and 
compassionate (63%, feminine). The first three words associated with women by female 
respondents are compassionate (75%, feminine), empathetic (74%, feminine), and caring 
(72%, feminine).  
 
In order to explore these results further, we created a scale which assigned a value of -1 to 
‘masculine’ words and a value of +1 to ‘feminine’ words.  We then added each respondent’s 
total to the midpoint (5) of a scale ranging from 0 to 10.  Thus, 0 would indicate that a 
respondent had chosen all ‘masculine’ words, whereas a value of 10 would indicate that they 
had chosen all ‘feminine’ words.  We then took the responses of the male respondents in the 
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survey and examined the gap between the average view of men and women by sector 
(bearing in mind that the ‘neutral’ point is 5.0); the results are shown in Table 2.1 below. 
 
Table 2.1: Gender difference in word associations, by sector (men only) 
  

ICT Construction E&E AM&M 

Men are… 3.4 3.3 3.9 3.8 

Women are… 6.1 5.7 5.1 5.7 

Difference42 2.6 2.4 1.3 1.9 

Table 2.1 demonstrates that in our sample group, the biggest difference in word association 
is in the ICT sector; the smallest difference is in the Energy and Environment sector.  Of our 
sample, men working in the ICT sector are more likely to associate men with masculine words 
and women with feminine words, while the difference between words associated with gender 
is smallest in the Energy and Environment sector, and women are associated closer to the 
neutral point.  
 
If we examine the representation of the women in the sectors (see Table 1), it is seen that it 
is higher in the Energy and Environment sector (25% in 2016) than in the other three sectors 
(22% in ICT, 17.8% in Advanced Materials and Manufacturing, and 11% in Construction in 
2016). Thus, there might be a correlation between the extent to which words are associated 
with gender and the extent to which women are present in the sector, which needs to be 
investigated further.  
 
In Table 2.2, we show the same data, which are broken down by level of job responsibility. 
 
Table 2.2: Gender differences in word associations, by level of responsibility (men only) 
  

Managers Supervisors Not in managerial position  

Men are… 3.5 3.1 3.7 

Women are… 5.6 6.1 5.7 

Difference43 2.1 3.0 2.1 

 
Table 2.2 demonstrates that the difference in word association with gender is higher among 
the supervisors, but this sample group is quite small. In general, the word association exercise 
shows that women are associated with a mix of masculine and feminine words, which makes 
the perception closer to the neutral point in the scaling (5.0), whereas men are associated 
with more masculine words.  
 
These findings tell us that while men and women associate quite similar words with men and 
women, they are more likely to associate caring and empathetic with women and men seem 
more likely to view men as being masculine than women as being feminine. 

 

While our exploration of word association suggested that some stereotypical ideas remain, 
this came out much more strongly in our focus group conversations.  Stereotypes were 

                                                      
42 May not sum directly due to rounding in the data 
43 May not sum directly due to rounding in the data 
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expressed in both positive and negative ways. In initial conversations, when the participants 
were still unfamiliar with one another, there was a clear reluctance to depart from what might 
be the socially desirable position, i.e. that there are essentially no differences between men 
and women (similarity).  Interestingly, we observed that this initial bias seemed to be stronger 
among those in manual occupations and with lower levels of education, perhaps an artefact 
of being reluctant to speak freely around managers and those at higher occupational category 
levels.  Comments such as 
 

“Don’t know, there’s not much difference really; women on the site are just the same 
as men — they do just the same work” (manual construction) 
 

typify the general patterns of responses. 
However, as the conversations flowed, and our moderators probed at the question, those 
across all occupational categories and job levels began to reveal deeply held views of 
difference.  Behind the initial rhetoric, the (positive) view of women emerged as being more 
nurturing, more caring, more empathetic, more patient, less aggressive, and with higher 
levels of concentration.  For example, one participant told us, in relation to having a female 
supervisor: 
 

“Female managers tend to be more empathetic and understanding of problems, 
although they can be more forceful later on if they feel things aren’t being done 
properly after they have asked for things to be done a certain way. Male bosses tend 
to be more forceful at first and then ratchet it back as they get to know you. The male 
bosses say this is the way to do it and expect you to do it that way, whilst women wait 
for you to make a mistake and then show you how they do it or make suggestions, so 
there is a big difference.” (Advanced Materials and Manufacturing) 

 
 “I think if you have done something wrong, you are more likely to get an easier time  
 with a female boss than a male boss.” (ICT) 
 
However, a fellow focus group participant disagreed with this, stating: “not now, not 
anymore”. 
 
One worker with no supervisory responsibilities in the ICT sector told us: 
 

“I have a female boss and I think it is much better, as she has more empathy than 
male colleagues and she has had children, so she understands the problems that can 
happen when a member of staff has young children.” 

 

“If a customer is ranting and raving, it is easier for a woman to speak to him.” 
 
Echoing some of these sentiments, a senior manager, with over 30 years in the construction 
industry, told us that he has a strong preference for hiring women as apprentices and manual 
workers on the construction site. He specifically told us that he felt that women are less quick 
to anger, more patient, and more willing to work on resolving conflicts productively.   
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However, behind difference being expressed positively, there were also mentions of gender 
difference that showed a negative view of women in the workplace.  Some participants told 
us that women are more ‘chatty’ and less focused on work; others told us that women are 
more ‘bitchy’, get distracted and sometimes lack focus on their task: 
 

“I have noticed that sometimes when I’m busy and the phones are ringing, there is no 
sign of them, as they are doing their nails or having a chat. I’ve noticed that if we have 
a man and a woman answering the phones, then it is done instantly, but if it is two 
women, then they will get distracted.” (E&E, manager) 

 
It is important to note that these more inflammatory comments did not go unchallenged by 
other focus group participants.  
 
A conversation in one group also illustrated that these stereotypical ideas shape views and 
experiences outside of the workplace. One participant commented: 
 

“I have two young children now. One is a boy and one is a girl and there are differences. 
The girl will cuddle and look after a toy, while the boy will bash it around and practically 
rip it apart. Is that society or something inbuilt?” 

 
Another responded:  
 

“My boy was playing with a Barbie Doll and came up to me and asked for one for 
Christmas and I started to worry.” 
 

Our focus groups suggest that there is a complexity to how men view women. While some 
state that they see no difference between men and women, there remains a tendency to 
associate particular traits and behaviours with women and men that align with quite 
traditional stereotypes, whether these are expressed positively or negatively.  
 
To explore the level of stereotypical ideas and if there are any strongly sexist views which 
might colour the results of the workplace survey, we asked two questions in the survey to 
explore men’s attitudes towards women working in roles which are strongly perceived to be 
masculine jobs, such as mechanics and pilots.  In one question, we asked what people would 
do if they found out that their plane were being piloted by a female pilot; in the second 
question, we asked what they would do if they were to take their car for a repair and they 
found out that the mechanic were female. In the first question, we tap into attitudes towards 
women and high-level professional skills/responsibility, whilst in the second question, we 
examine women and technical skills. Of our male respondents, 95% (229/241) told us that it 
would make no difference if the mechanic were a woman, while that figure rose to 97% 
(234/241) with regard to the question concerning the pilot. Interestingly, these figures were 
slightly higher than those for female respondents (91% and 93% respectively). 
 
In a subsequent question, we asked respondents to tell us, in their view, whether men make 
better business executives than do women; the results are shown in Table 2.3 below. 
 
Table 2.3: Men make better business executives than women… 
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Men make better business executives No. of respondents Percentage44 

Strongly agree 16 3% 

Somewhat agree 28 6% 

Somewhat disagree 157 33% 

Strongly disagree 269 57% 

Total 470 100% 

 
Again, we can see that the levels of disagreement with the statement are quite high, with 90% 
of respondents either strongly or somewhat disagreeing with it.  Looking at the breakdown 
by gender, sector and level of job responsibility, we observe little difference across these 
dimensions. It appears that these views of women’s competencies are relatively evenly 
distributed across the sample, regardless of sector or level of job responsibility. 
 
We then followed this question up by asking respondents why, in their view, men have a far 
higher chance than do women of becoming business leaders.45  The results of this question 
are displayed in Figure 2.3 below. 
 
Figure 1.3: “Why are men five times more likely to be executives and business leaders?” 
 

 
 

                                                      
44 May not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
45 The options given were as follows: Women are team players, Men are better at decision making, Women 
have less ambition than men, Men are better at inspiring others, Women need more support, and Women are 
discriminated against (not given a chance).  Respondents could select multiple options. 
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Just under one third (31%: 76/243) of our male sample said that they feel that women are not 
given a chance; however, the corresponding figure for our female sample is almost half (49%: 
115/234) of the overall total.  Women (20%: 47) were also more likely than men (13%: 32) to 
say that women need support to attain these kinds of positions.  Relatively few of our 
respondents ascribed the dominance of men in executive positions either to a lack of ambition 
on the part of women (see below) or to men being better. 
 
Overall, we do not find strong evidence of stereotypical attitudes in the survey, although 
there are some differences in the perceptions of masculinity and femininity by sector.   
However, once we asked about stereotypical views of masculinity and femininity in our focus 
groups, some quite significant findings emerged. The difference between the results of the 
survey and the focus group discussions suggests that stereotypical ideas do persist but they 
only came to the fore in a particular setting wherein men were encouraged to speak openly. 
 

2.3 Attitudes towards working women 

To explore the perception of men towards women’s career ambition, we asked two questions 
in the survey to indicate the level of agreement with the following statements: “women have 
the same ambition as men” and “women who have children have the same levels of ambition 
as those who don’t”.  The results are displayed in Table 2.4 below. 
 
Table 2.4: Women and career ambition  
 

 Women have the same ambition as 
men 

Women with children have the same 
ambition as those who don’t  

Men 
 

Women  
 

Men 
 

Women  
 

Strongly agree 86 36% 97 42% 66 28% 101 44% 

Agree 109 46% 93 40% 101 43% 95 41% 

Disagree 31 13% 40 17% 55 23% 29 13% 

Strongly 
disagree 

10 4% 1 0% 14 6% 5 2% 

Total46 236 100% 231 100% 236 100% 230 100% 

 
When it comes to ambition levels, there is little difference between the perspectives of the 
male and female respondents in our sample (82% of both agree that women have the same 
ambition as that of men). However, when the question of children is introduced, a gender gap 
in perception emerges: fewer male respondents (71%) agree that women with children are 
as ambitious as women who do not have them than do female respondents (85%).47  The 
perception of women as carers and the associated impact on their careers is a recurring 
theme that we explore in more depth in Chapter 4. 
 

                                                      
46 May not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
47 We did look to see if there are any significant patterns across sectors and across levels of supervisory 
responsibility, but the results presented above are remarkably uniform and stable across these two cross-
cutting dimensions. 
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2.4 Attitudes towards women in the sectors 

We asked respondents to tell us whether they felt that their sector and their job are more 
suitable for men or women, or if it is about the same. We were keen to understand whether 
survey participants held gendered views of the sectors and jobs in which they work.  The data 
on the views of their sector are displayed in Figure 2.4 below. 
 
Figure 2.4: My sector is better suited for...? 
 

 
 
While eight out of 10 respondents overall told us that their sector is equally suited for both 
men and women, a slightly higher percentage of male respondents (19%: 45/242) told us that 
their sector is more suitable for men than did female respondents (17%: 39/232).   
 
We repeated this question, this time asking about the job of the respondent in order to make 
the distinction between the sectoral and the individual perspective.  These data are shown in 
Figure 2.5 below. 
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Figure 2.5: My job is better suited for...? 
 

 
Again, while we can see that overall there is a very high level of consensus that the 
respondent’s job is suitable for either men or women, there is a gap between the percentage 
of men who think that it is more suitable for men (9%: 22/241) than women who think that 
their job is more suitable for men (3%: 7/231). It should be noted that 6% (13/231) of women 
told us that their position is more suitable for a woman, while only one male respondent told 
us the same thing. 
 
We looked at these data for men only, broken down by sector of the respondent, which are 
shown in Tables 2.5 and 2.6 below. 
 
Table 2.5: Suitability of sector, by sector (men only) 
  

 Sector  
 ICT Construction E&E AM&M Total 

Better suited for 
men 

N 3 34 2 6 45 

 
 4% 39% 5.5% 12% 19% 

Equally suited for 
both men and 
women 

N 
64 54 32 43 193 

 
 94% 61% 89% 86% 80% 

Better suited  
for women 

N 
1 0 2 1 4 

 
 1% 0 5.5% 2% 2% 

Total48 N 68 88 36 50 242  
 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

                                                      
48 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 



 

26 
 

The clear outlier is the construction sector, wherein a strong image of the sector as being 
unsuitable for women still persists. Almost two out of five respondents in our sample in this 
sector (39%) told us that in their experience the sector is unsuitable for women. 
 
Table 2.6: My job is more suitable for...? (men only) 
  

 ICT Construction E&E AM&M Total 

Better suited for 
men 

N 4 10 2 6 22 

 6% 12% 6% 12% 9% 

Equally suited for 
both men and 
women 

N 63 77 34 44 218 

 
93% 89% 94% 88% 91% 

Better suited for 
women 

N 1 0 0 0 1 

 2% 
    

Total49 N 68 87 36 50 241 

 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 
 
When compared with the same question in relation to their own job, there is a clear 
disconnect between the answers of men in construction. While they appear to regard their 
sector as being unsuitable for women, when asked about their own job role this was not the 
case. It is important to note here that the majority of our respondents are managers and 
directors, which might have shaped the results of the second question. 
 
We also asked our respondents if they would be happy if their son or daughter undertook a 
job like theirs. The results reveal little difference in the gender of either the respondent or 
the child: 93% of male respondents said that they would be happy for their daughter to 
undertake a similar job (93% for female respondents), and 94% of male respondents said that 
they would be happy for their son to undertake a similar job (92% for female respondents). It 
appears that there is little reservation about the suitability of the respondent’s current job 
for their children.  We probed the data to see if there were any significant differences across 
sectors, but there were not.  We then decided to see if there might be a difference between 
those who actually have children (62% of the sample) and those who do not (38% of the 
sample); yet again, there was no uneven distribution across categories.  It appears that issues 
of social mobility and job quality are likely to be more influential on the perception of the 
suitability of jobs for children.  
 
We explored gender imbalance in the sectors in more detail in the focus groups. What became 
clear is a sense among some that this imbalance is a consequence of women not wanting to 
work in the sectors concerned. Many participants mentioned things such as long hours, 
manual work, physical demands of outdoor work, and a lack of technical skills as reasons as 
to why women are reluctant, in their perception, to work in the sectors covered by this 
research.  
 

                                                      
49 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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In the initial warm-up conversations, there was almost unanimous assent in the three groups 
with regard to the premise that there is equality within the workplace — even on construction 
sites — and that women are treated no differently than men.  
 
 “My replacement when I’m away is a woman because she is most suitable for the 
 role — it doesn’t matter whether she is a man or a woman.” (ICT) 
 
There was a clear sense that work should be awarded on the basis of merit and that as long 
as it were the right person for the job, gender would not matter. This suggests that some 
perceive a level playing field, wherein women already have equality in respect of 
opportunities.  
 
However, as the conversations continued, we began to gain insights into the way in which this 
construct begins to break down as men begin to share deeper feelings on the subject.  On the 
one hand, men seemed willing to acknowledge that women face particular barriers in the 
workplace, explaining to us that they had personally witnessed moments during which 
women seemed to be treated unfairly or they felt that the principles of equality were not 
being upheld.  On the other hand, a theme also began to emerge in which women were simply 
unsuited for certain positions or there are distinct gender roles within the workplace: 
 

“construction work is harder for women” 
 
“…in the construction industry there is quite a lot of aggression, shouting and bravado.  
It’s not for women.” 

 
However, it is worth noting that this comment was followed by a statement explaining that 
the construction environment can be tough for anyone who is new.  
 

“If a woman expects a man to do something, then he must be able to expect her to be 
able to do the same thing.” 
 
“Now and again, the other males might moan about the girl [emphasis added] being 
not able to carry as much, but we explain and tell them that she does other things that 
compensate for that.” 
 

Overall, what emerges from the focus groups is a complex portrait of fairly rapidly changing 
gender balances within workplaces, and the way in which men may embrace and recognise, 
but may also question, such changes. 
 

“I used to work at an architect and you tended to have men dominating the technical 
side of things and women on the admin and reception side of things. At the sites, there 
would be predominantly male carpenters, electricians and plumbers but over time you 
saw women coming into the technical drawing side of the architects and then female 
carpenters, plumbers and electricians, so that changed massively. You now get 
companies that are just female plumbers.” (Construction, manager). 
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Some of the focus group participants told us that they would like to see those gendered 
perceptions of their sector and/or job role change.  For example, one manager in the 
construction industry has actually started his own visits to secondary schools in order to try 
to promote the construction industry as a place for women: 
 

“it’s been good to me, it’s been a good place, and I wish that more women could see 
that they could have good jobs and do well in this industry” 

 
Men’s perceptions of women and gender balance in their own sectors are complex. While 
they talk about having achieved equality in the workplace, it is clear that ideas with regard to 
the suitability of certain sectors and roles persist. Furthermore, while some actively look to 
contribute to improving the gender balance of their workplace, others continue to question 
this process and believe that women simply do not want to work in some sectors.  
 
 

2.5 Opinions on gender equality in the workplace 

We asked respondents to the survey to tell us whether they believe that men and women are 
equal, whether more needs to be done, or whether gender equality has gone too far.  The 
results are shown in Figure 2.6 below. 
 
Figure 2.6: “Which of the following statements best captures your view on gender equality?” 
 

  
 
Here, some quite clear differences are evident between the male and female respondents to 
our survey.50  Thirty-one per cent (65/207) of males in our sample told us that, in their view, 
men and women are treated the same, whereas that figure was only 13% (26/204) among 

                                                      
50 We looked at the distribution of these responses across priority sectors and could find no appreciable 
differences. 
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the female respondents. Equally, 13% (26/207) of male respondents were willing to tell us 
that gender equality has gone too far, a view that also arose in our focus groups.  For example, 
reflecting the view that companies spend too much time focusing on gender equality 
initiatives even though the factors preventing women from moving into the sector derive 
from themselves, one ICT manager stated: 
 

“This question is of the sort that irritates me a little — men and women should have 

equal opportunities for work awarded on their skills.  Artificial discrimination in favour 

of women is nonsense.” 

 
These results indicate that men are more likely to think that gender equality has been 
achieved and has benefitted women as opposed to men. Although the majority of men think 
that more needs to be done to achieve gender equality, there is a significant difference 
between the views of men and women on this topic.  
 
We examined the distribution of male respondents by level of responsibility and found some 
differences, as presented in Table 2.7:  
 
Table 2.7: Views on gender equality, by level of job responsibility (men only) 
  

 Management responsibilities 

View on equality  
Director/ 
Manager 

Foreman/ 
Supervisor 

Not Manager/ 
Supervisor 

Total 

Men and women are equal 
now 

N 46 3 25 74 

 
% 32 14 33 31 

More needs to be done N 79 10 43 132 

 
% 56 48 57 56 

Women’s equality has 
gone too far 

N 17 8 7 32 

 
% 12 38 9 14 

Total N 142 21 75 238  
% 100 100 100 100 

 
The table shows that almost a third (32%) of directors/managers think that men and women 
are equal now, while 12% of this group say that women’s equality has gone too far. We know 
that gender equality, particularly in these sectors, has not yet been achieved and men working 
in senior roles need to be actively championing this cause. This cannot happen if they do not 
recognise the continued problem of gender inequality.   
 
Furthermore, 32% of directors and managers think that men and women are equal now, 
which might be indicating that the current tools are sufficient to achieve gender equality.  
 
A lack of women in senior decision-making roles continues to be an issue, so we asked 
respondents in senior/management and supervisory/foreman positions whether they 
thought that it is desirable to have a balance of women and men in senior decision-making 
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positions (Table 2.8), to determine whether the need for women in these positions is 
understood.   
 
Table 2.8: Desirable to have a gender balance in senior decision-making positions  
  

Men Women Total 

Strongly agree 59 36% 63 63% 122 100% 

Agree 70 42% 29 29% 99 100% 

Disagree 29 17% 6 6% 35 100% 

Strongly disagree 8 5% 2 2% 10 100% 
 

166 100% 100 100% 266 100% 

 
The results show that 78% of men agree that there should be a gender balance in senior 
decision-making roles, whereas this ratio increases to 92% in women’s responses. There is a 
notable difference in the proportion of men and women that strongly agree with this 
statement. Furthermore, 22% of men disagree that there should be a gender balance in 
decision-making roles. These results show a significant difference between the views of men 
and women on this issue, which, undoubtedly, has an impact in practice.  
 
We were keen to see whether these findings could be related to the internal chances of career 
progression for women, so we broke down the results by the degree of involvement of our 
male respondents in recruitment decisions.  The results for attitudes towards the desirability 
of a gender balance at senior level are shown in Table 2.9. 
 
Table 2.9: Desirable to have a gender balance at senior level, by involvement in recruitment 
(men only) 
  

Often 
involved in 
recruitment 

Sometimes 
involved in 
recruitment 

Occasionally 
involved in 
recruitment 

Never 
involved in 
recruitment 

Total 

Strongly agree 28 13 16 2 59 

Somewhat agree 24 16 23 7 70 

Somewhat disagree 13 3 13 0 29 

Strongly disagree 0 4 3 1 8  
65 36 55 10 166 

 
Although the results are less stable due to low cell counts, there is little difference across 
levels of agreement/disagreement with regard to the statement that it is desirable to have a 
gender balance in senior decision-making positions — the intensity of the 
agreement/disagreement shows some differences across groups. Still, 20% (13/65) of men 
who are often involved in recruitment in our sample group disagree with the desirability of a 
gender balance at senior decision-making levels.    
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To obtain more of a sense of how respondents might feel about gender equality in the 
workplace, we asked them to tell us whether they feel that an increase in gender equality 
would benefit themselves personally, and the results are displayed in Table 2.10.   
 
 
Table 2.10: “Would you benefit personally from increased gender equality in the workplace?” 
  

Would you benefit personally from increased gender equality? 
 

Men Women Total 

Don’t know/ No opinion 74 31% 53 23% 127 27% 

No 96 40% 75 32% 171 36% 

Yes 70 29% 106 45% 176 37% 

 
 
The data show a clear variation by gender of the respondent, with 45% of female respondents 
and 29% of male respondents telling us that it would.  Conversely, 31% of male respondents 
told us that they do not know, compared to 23% of female respondents.51  It is telling that, of 
those male respondents who expressed an opinion, there is a majority of male respondents 
who believe that they would not personally benefit from increased gender equality in the 
workplace. Surprisingly, however, a substantial number of women (32%) also mentioned that 
they would not benefit personally from increased gender equality.  
 
We subsequently asked a specific question of all respondents as to whether, in their view, 
there would be a benefit to having less emphasis on gender equality in the workplace and 
whom would be the beneficiaries.  The answers for the general version of the question are 
shown below in Table 2.11. 
 
Table 2.11: “Who benefits from less emphasis on gender equality?” 
  

Men Women 

Men in your company 47 24% 57 33% 

The company as a whole 139 72% 106 62% 

Women in your company 8 4% 8 5%   

Total 194 100% 171 100%  

 
The data show that the male respondents in the sample are less willing to tell us that men in 
general would benefit directly from a reduction in the emphasis on gender equality, and more 
likely to tell us that the beneficiaries would be companies.  Overall, our sample group thinks 
that companies will benefit more if gender equality is less emphasised.  Again, women’s 
responses here are surprising.  Together, these results (Tables 2.13 and 2.14) lead us to 
question how women perceive gender equality in the workplace and activities to deliver a 
better gender balance. They also suggest that the wider benefits of gender equality — to 
businesses and the economy — are not being recognised by a sizeable proportion of workers 
of either gender. 

                                                      
51 We could detect no significant variations while breaking these data down by sector or by level of job 
responsibility.  The difference between responses by gender is statistically significant. 
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To explore any differences in views related to the workplace and the individual, and to provide 
a counterpoint to Table 2.14, we asked respondents whether they felt that they would benefit 
personally from less emphasis on gender equality in the workplace.  Those data are displayed 
in Table 2.12.  
 
Table 2.12: Benefits of less emphasis on gender equality to you 
   

Men 
 

Women 

Beneficial 55 23% 27 12% 

Detrimental 53 22% 82 36% 

Neither 133 55% 120 52% 

Total 241 100% 229 100% 

 
Male respondents are twice as likely (23%) as female respondents (12%) to tell us that less 
emphasis on gender equality would benefit themselves personally; simultaneously, they are 
just under half as likely (22%) as female respondents (36%) to tell us that it would be 
detrimental to themselves. Placed together, these results show that men are simply more 
reluctant than women to perceive the direct benefits of gender equality in the workplace to 
themselves. Yet again, women’s responses here are surprising. Over half of our sample 
perceive no impact on themselves personally as a result of less emphasis on gender equality. 
This further supports the need to question how women perceive gender equality in the 
workplace.   
 
We wanted to connect these data with workplace context.  In the first instance, we 
crosstabulated (for male respondents) the responses to the perception of the benefits of less 
emphasis on gender equality with the presence of a gender equality plan in the company.  
These data are shown in Table 2.13 below. 
 
Table 2.13: Benefits of reduction in emphasis on gender equality, by company plan (men only) 
  

 Company have a gender equality plan? 
 

 No Yes Total 

Beneficial N 20 34 54  
 23% 23% 23% 

Detrimental N 19 34 53  
 21% 23% 22% 

Neither N 50 83 133  
 56% 55% 55% 

Total N 89 151 240  
 100% 100% 100% 

 
There are clearly few differences across the tabular categories: the gender equality plan at 
company level seems to have little impact upon whether men perceive benefits of less 
emphasis on gender equality in the workplace.  Whether the company has a gender equality 
plan or not, respondents being ‘indifferent’ to less emphasis on gender equality is high. 
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Therefore, we can conclude that there is no discernible impact of gender equality plans on 
men’s perception of the benefits of less emphasis on gender equality. 
 
We also examined the relationship between attitudes towards the benefits of gender equality 
and the experience of gender equality training (Table 2.14). 
   
Table 2.14: Benefits of less emphasis on gender equality, by equality training (men only) 
  

 Had gender equality training? 

Less emphasis on 
gender equality 

 
No Yes Total 

Beneficial N 31 24 55  
% 20 30 23 

Detrimental N 34 19 53  
% 21 24 22 

Neither N 94 37 131  
% 59 46 55 

Total N 159 80 239  
% 100 100 100 

 
Once we crosstabulate the data with the prevalence of gender equality training, a more 
complex picture emerges.  The percentage of an ‘indifferent’ perception of the benefits of 
less emphasis on gender equality is high; however, this crosstabulation shows that, strikingly, 
30% of male respondents who had gender equality training think that they would personally 
benefit from less emphasis on gender equality. This figure raises a concern that gender 
equality training either is not effectively changing perceptions or might even, in some cases, 
be reinforcing these perceptions. We do not have the data to enable us to determine whether 
those receiving gender equality are those who have more negative opinions on gender 
equality in the first place, which might have influenced the above responses.  
 

2.6 Conclusion 

It is clear that men’s attitudes and opinions regarding gender equality in the workplace are 
complex and it was only through more detailed conversations in our focus groups that we 
were really able to unpick some of the more nuanced views.  
 
Stereotypical ideas in relation to men and women persist and shape men’s perceptions of 
women in the workplace. Men seem to more strongly perceive men to be masculine than 
women to be feminine. Interestingly, it is in the relatively new sector of ICT that the strongest 
sense of men as being masculine and women as being feminine emerged. This suggests that 
there is as much a need to challenge male stereotypes as there is those that are related to 
women, e.g. seeing women as carers. This issue of motherhood, however, does continue to 
have a notable impact on men’s perceptions in particular, a theme that we observe 
throughout this report.  
 
There remains a sense that some sectors are simply unsuitable for women. This emerged 
most strongly in the construction sector, wherein, interestingly, there is a strong disconnect 
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between views on the suitability of the sector and those on the suitability of an individual’s 
own role.  
 
In relation to vertical segregation, i.e. a lack of women in senior positions, there was an 
interesting gender split in our responses. Women agree much more strongly that it is 
beneficial to have gender balance in senior positions. To ensure that gender balance at senior 
levels remains a priority, there is a need not only to increase the number of women in senior 
positions, but also to undertake more work to demonstrate the importance of gender balance 
to men in senior positions.  
 
Our exploration of who benefits from gender equality in the workplace provided the most 
interesting findings and raises a number of questions and challenges for equality 
campaigners. While we might expect men not to see a direct, personal benefit from increased 
gender equality, it is concerning that the benefits to business are also not recognised. Even 
more concerning is that this view seems to be shared by women.  There is a clear challenge 
in ensuring that the wider benefits of gender equality are understood by both men and 
women.  
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3 Experience of gender and gender 

equality in the workplace 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, we explore men’s experiences of gender and gender equality in the workplace, 
and how these might shape opinions and attitudes. In particular, we wanted to know how 
being around women, working alongside women, and working for women might influence 
the ways in which men perceive gender equality.  
 
Key findings:  
 

 Men are more likely than women to perceive gender imbalance in both their sector and 
their company and to see their day-to-day workplace as being less gendered than their 
sector.  

 Men are more likely to see fair and equal treatment of women in their companies, 
suggesting that they are not as aware of the extent to which gender is still shaping 
women’s careers.  

 Men are more likely to disagree that men in general are uncomfortable around influential 
women and that they themselves are more comfortable with working around those of the 
same gender.  

 While men appear to see equality in the workplace, they also report instances of 
segregation in the workplace. There also seems to be a perception that a workplace 
changes with a more balanced workforce; while some see this as a positive, it causes a 
degree of unease among others.  

 The construction sector appears to take a more formalised approach to promoting equality 
in the workplace, while others seek to pursue the agenda through informal policies.  

 Men do not see the personal benefit of programmes such as flexible working, parental 
leave, and gender equality training; furthermore, there is a notable degree of indifference 
from both men and women in relation to these programmes.  

 Men in the construction sector rated flexible hours and parental leave as being beneficial 
in lower rates than those in other sectors.  

 There is a level of detachment among male directors and managers from the benefits of 
training programmes for women, which suggests that the wider benefits of improving 
equality are not necessarily recognised.  
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3.2 Working with women 

In a recent piece of research, the Women Adding Value to the Economy (WAVE) project 
defined a gender-balanced workplace as one with at least a 60:40 gender balance. It also 
found that six out of nine occupational categories in Wales are gender-imbalanced.52 As we 
have outlined in the introduction to this report, the four sectors covered by the employee 
survey are some of the most gender-imbalanced sectors within the Welsh economy, as 
measured by the ratio of male to female employees.  We thought that it would be interesting 
to explore the extent to which those working in these sectors recognise gender imbalance in 
their sector and in their workplace.  
 
These data are displayed in Table 3.1 below. 
  
Table 3.1: Perceived gender balance in sector, company and workplace of respondent 
 

 Gender balance in sector Gender balance in company Gender balance in workplace 

% 
men 

Men Women Men Women Men Women 

0–19 7 3% 20 9% 9 4% 30 13% 16 7% 38 17% 

20–39 25 11% 34 15% 26 11% 35 15% 21 9% 26 11% 

40–59 42 18% 41 18% 65 27% 58 26% 80 33% 54 24% 

60–79 98 43% 86 38% 102 42% 76 34% 58 24% 54 24% 

80–
100 

58 25% 45 20% 39 16% 28 12% 64 27% 57 25% 

Total53 230 100% 226 100% 241 100% 227 100% 239 100% 229 100% 

 
The data show that, in general, men are more likely to perceive their sector of work to be 
more imbalanced than are women: if we take the mean across all respondents (by gender), 
men estimate their sector of work to be 70% male, while the average for women is 63%.  
Importantly, neither men nor women as a group perceive their sector to be meeting the 
threshold test for gender balance.  Applying a simple t-test (difference in means) shows that 
this result is statistically significant at the .01 level. 
 
Comparing the sector to the company, men are more likely to see their company as being 
more imbalanced than are women.  Secondly, the levels of perceived imbalance are lower 
than those for the sector: again using the mean, 66% male is estimated, according to men, 
and 58% male according to women, with the ‘gender gap’ in the estimate being almost the 
same as for the sector estimate.  It is of interest that women in our sample, as a group, see 
their companies as falling into the ‘gender-balanced’ definition used by WAVE, whereas men 
do not.  Once again, the t-test shows us that there is a statistically significant difference 
between the estimates provided by men and women. 
  

                                                      
52 Alison Parken, Eva Pocher, and Rhys Davies, “Working Patterns in Wales: Gender, Occupations, and Pay” 
(2014), p.14 
53 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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Regarding the workplace, men think that their daily workplace is, on average, 64% male, while 
women estimate it to be 59% male.  Again, by a very small margin, women in our sample (as 
a group) told us that they experience gender balance on a daily basis, whereas that perception 
is not shared by the men in our sample.  As a quick test, we compared the variances of the 
sectoral/company estimates with those of the daily workplace environment, and the results 
are interesting: men are more likely, at a high degree of statistical significance, to think of 
their day-to-day workplace as being less gendered than their sector (but not their company) 
than are women, who tend to see imbalance running throughout the labour market, from the 
sector through to their daily working environment. 
 
From there, we asked about attitudes in their company towards women in senior positions, 
whether respondents feel that women are valued in terms of decision making, whether they 
are treated the same as men, and whether they have the same opportunities as men for 
promotion.  The results are displayed in Table 3.2. 
 
Table 3.2: Treatment of women within my company... 
  

Men Women 
 

Same level of recognition 

Strongly agree 71 44% 33 33% 

Somewhat agree 59 36% 29 29% 

Somewhat 
disagree 

21 13% 25 25% 

Strongly disagree 12 7% 14 14% 

Total 163 100% 101 100%  
Same chance of promotion 

Strongly agree 83 51% 27 27% 

Somewhat agree 61 37% 33 33% 

Somewhat 
disagree 

18 11% 30 30% 

Strongly disagree 1 1% 10 10% 

Total 163 100% 100 100%  
Equally respected in decision making 

Strongly agree 80 48% 27 27% 

Somewhat agree 65 39% 38 38% 

Somewhat 
disagree 

15 9% 25 25% 

Strongly disagree 5 3% 11 11% 

Total54 165 100% 101 100% 

 
  

                                                      
54 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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Across the board, men are more likely than women to see fair and equal treatment of women 
within their companies, be it in terms of their overall treatment (80% agreement versus 62%), 
their chances of promotion (88% versus 60%) or their voice as decision makers (87% versus 
65%). The difference between the responses of women and men is statistically significant 
across all of these questions. Furthermore, the tendency to respond with “strongly agree” 
suggests that men feel quite confident in their views on these topics, whereas those women 
who respond positively are perhaps more hesitant in their strength of feeling.  It would seem 
that men in managerial and supervisory roles, compared to women in similar positions, have 
a much rosier view of the treatment of women in the Welsh workplace and are simply not as 
aware of the extent to which gender is still impacting on women’s working lives and career 
paths.  
 
This conclusion is supported by the findings in Chapter 2 (Figure 2.6), which show that 31% of 
male respondents think that men and women are equal now, compared to only 12% of our 
female respondents.  
 
We looked to see whether there are discernible differences among men when broken down 
by level of supervisory responsibility; this information is displayed in Table 3.3.  
 
Table 3.3: Treatment of women in the workplace, by role (men only) 
   

Within my company, 
women and men 
receive the same 
level of recognition 

Within my company, 
women and men 
have the same 
chance of getting 
promoted 

When key decisions 
are being made, the 
opinions of women 
and men are equally 
respected 

Directors/ 
managers 

Strongly agree 64 45% 74 53% 73 51% 

Somewhat 
agree 

52 37% 53 38% 54 38% 

Somewhat 
disagree 

17 12% 14 10% 13 9% 

Strongly 
disagree 

8 6% 0 0% 3 2% 

Total55 141 100% 141 100% 143 100% 

 
The results show that although almost half of the male director/manager respondents are 
confident about the equal treatment of women in their workplace, the other half point out 
the grey areas regarding the equal treatment of women in their company. Further exploration 
of these grey areas is needed to improve gender equality in the workplace.  
 
We were also keen to know, especially given the data on the gendered structure of the sectors 
and the companies, whether respondents have had the experience of working for a female 
manager or supervisor in either their current or their previous role, which might have an 
impact on their perception of gender equality.  These data show that 85% (175/207) of 
women and 74% (156/210) of men report having had such experience. The results show that 
15% (32/207) of women and 26% (54/210) of men have no experience of working for a female 

                                                      
55 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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manager/supervisor. While it is interesting that three out of four men have had the 
experience of working for a woman in a position of authority, we note that the difference 
between men and women is, once again, statistically significant. 
 
When these responses are broken down by sector, we can see that those working in 
construction were less likely to have experience of working for a female manager/supervisor 
(Table 3.4).  
 
Table 3.4: Experience of working for a female supervisor, by sector 
 

 ICT Construction E&E AM&M Total 

Had a female boss (N) 99 97 68 116 385 

 85% 66% 93% 85% 80% 

 
We also asked in the survey two questions that pertain to their general views on men and 
women working alongside each other. In the first question, we asked respondents to rate 
their agreement on a five-point scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree) with the statement 
that “men are often uncomfortable around influential women”.  In the second question, we 
asked respondents to rate their level of agreement on the same five-point scale with the 
statement that “I am more comfortable working around people of the same gender as me”.  
The first question is one that relates to a general view of society (sociotropic), whereas the 
second question is a question that relates directly to the individual (egocentric). The results 
of these two questions are displayed in Table 3.5 below. 
 
Table 3.5: Perceptions of gender and comfort levels in the workplace 
 
 I am more comfortable working around 

the same gender as me 
Men are often uncomfortable 
around influential women  

Men Women Men Women 

Strongly agree 10 4% 7 3% 10 4% 23 10% 

Agree 10 4% 9 4% 69 29% 89 39% 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

59 25% 85 37% 57 24% 72 31% 

Disagree 82 34% 79 34% 69 29% 38 16% 

Strongly 
disagree 

79 33% 50 22% 37 15% 7 3% 

Total56 240 100% 230 100% 242 100% 229 100% 

 
Men, on the whole, disagree more than women with the pair of statements; the difference 
between men and women’s responses is also statistically significant.  It is notable that all 
respondents are more likely to agree with the more general statement than with the 
individual one.  There is an interesting gender split in the answers to the general statement, 
with women being more likely to agree — 49% compared with 33% of men, while the majority 
of our male respondents disagreed with this statement.  
 

                                                      
56 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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We also broke these results down by sector, but could not find meaningful differences. Lastly, 
we examined the breakdown, for men only, by level of responsibility (Table 3.6).   
 
Table 3.6: Level of agreement with the following statements, by level of responsibility (men 
only) 
 

 I am more comfortable working around 
people the same gender as me 

Men are often uncomfortable around 
influential women  

Manager/ 
Director 

Supervisor/ 
Foreman 

No 
responsibilities 

Manager/ 
Director 

Supervisor/ 
Foreman 

No 
responsibilities 

Strongly 
agree 

3 2% 2 9% 5 7% 4 3% 2 9% 4 5% 

Agree 4 3% 2 9% 4 5% 45 31% 3 14% 21 28% 

Neither 35 24% 7 32% 17 23% 33 23% 7 32% 17 23% 

Disagree 49 34% 6 27% 27 36% 48 33% 6 27% 15 20% 

Strongly 
disagree 

52 36% 5 23% 22 29% 15 10% 4 18% 18 24% 

Total57  143 100% 22 100% 75 100% 145 100% 22 100% 75 100% 

 
There is little evidence of variation in agreement levels for the general question pertaining to 
the comfort of men in general while around influential women according to the level of 
responsibility. Half of the male respondents either in senior positions or without any 
supervisory responsibility think that they are comfortable with working with the opposite 
gender, but they think that men are often uncomfortable around influential women.    
  
We wanted to understand whether there is any correlation between male respondents who 
think that men in general are uncomfortable around influential women and also report being 
more comfortable around their own gender. These crosstabulations actually show systematic, 
little interaction between these two questions; however, 22% (53/240) of our male 
respondents mentioned that they disagreed with the statement regarding feeling 
comfortable with working around the same gender, but they do think that men are 
uncomfortable around influential women. 
 
In our focus groups, we were keen to delve deeper into these questions of gender and comfort 
in the workplace, and to see whether more informal conversations among peers might give 
greater insights into how these perceptions are structured.  We have noted above in Chapter 
2 that in the initial warm-up conversations, male participants tended to be somewhat 
guarded with regard to their perceptions, and to offer an idealised portrait of their workplaces 
as being free of gender-based concerns.  However, a number of our focus group participants 
made comments that demonstrate continued segregation in their own workplaces. One 
participant stated that all of the office staff in his workplace were women, while he estimated 
that maybe 10% of those working in the same role as his were women. Another stated: 
 

“You usually tend to see men stick with men, women stick with women.” (Advanced 
Materials and Manufacturing)  

                                                      
57 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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We also encountered some unease about the prospect or reality of working with more 
women. Some participants told us (expressed in negative terms) that more women would 
mean making changes to physical infrastructure, such as toilet facilities, or to health and 
safety rules. Others expressed concern over the need to change or moderate behaviours.  
 

“The conversation changes when you have men and women. I won’t talk to my wife 
about football, but then she won’t bother talking to me about the Kardashians.” 
(Energy and Environment) 
 
“You do see a difference when women come into a male-dominated work environment. 
They tend to moderate their language and also they tend to watch out for the women 
in terms of being there to help with something heavy.” (Construction) 
 
“I’ve worked in the same kinds of jobs for 15 years and they can be very social and have 
lots of banter. But these days you can’t get away with those sorts of things. Little, funny 
comments and slaps on the bum can’t be tolerated anymore.” (Energy and 
Environment) 

 
There was also concern over inadvertently causing offence: 
 

“A man can open a door for a woman now and she’ll take it the wrong way. ‘Why have 
you opened the door for me?’”  

 
Furthermore, there was concern over not being able to act as a mentor for fear of making 
women feel uncomfortable.  
 
However, there were a number of focus group participants who saw changes to the 
workplace, as a result of a better gender balance, as a good thing, such as some jokes no 
longer being acceptable. Another stated that having more women on a building site helped 
to make it a “calmer place”.  
 
A particularly interesting conversation took place in one of our focus groups in respect of a 
female colleague in a non-traditional role. Working with her was described in a positive way, 
as “she could give as good as she got” and enjoyed “a bit of a joke and a lush” while working 
as hard as them. The suggestion here is that working with women is a positive experience, 
particularly when there is no perceived impact on everyday behaviour.  
These findings paint a similarly complex picture to that in Chapter 2. While men appear to see 
equality in the workplace, they also report instances of segregation in the workplace. There 
also seems to be a perception that a workplace changes with a more balanced workforce; 
while some see this as a positive, it causes a degree of unease among others.  
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3.3 Experience of workplace gender equality policies 

As part of the mapping of gender and workplace experiences, we wanted to know about the 
prevalence of gender equality policies, as reported by our respondents. To begin with, we 
asked respondents to tell us whether their company has, to their knowledge, a company 
gender equality plan (Figure 3.1).   
 
Figure 3.1: Gender equality plans, by gender 
 

 
 
These data show that men are, by a 3:2 ratio, more likely to think that they work in companies 
that have gender equality plans than are women (among whom there is an even split between 
those who work in companies that do and do not have such plans).  The prevalence of working 
within a company with a gender equality plan (by sector) is: 
 

 Advanced Materials and Manufacturing (62%) 

 Construction (59%) 

 ICT (54%)  

 Energy and Environment (48%) 
 
Bearing in mind the limitations of these data, it is possible that there is a greater prevalence 
of formal gender equality plans in Advanced Materials and Manufacturing and Construction 
or that in these sectors such plans are communicated more effectively to the workforce. It is 
also important to note that given the greater proportion of managers/directors in our sample, 
we might expect them to be more aware of the existence of such plans.  
 
It was important for us to better understand the personal experience of workplace 
programmes that can reduce inequality.  In order to do so, we selected a suite of workplace 
interventions that can be adopted by employers seeking to improve the work–life balance 
and general well-being of their employees.  Of the four that we report on below, three are 
gender-neutral, i.e. they are not often formally directed towards one gender over another. 
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These are flexible working hours, gender equality training, and parental leave. These 
programmes can be taken up by both men and women, but due to their responsibilities 
outside of work, particularly caring responsibilities, it is known that they are particularly 
beneficial to women, as they can provide opportunities to carry on and progress in their 
careers. The fourth — training programmes specifically for women — is obviously targeted 
towards one group, but, as outlined in Chapter 1, can deliver general workplace benefits 
through improving diversity and gender balance.  
 
To begin with, we asked respondents to tell us whom they see such policies benefitting — 
women, men, or the company as a whole.  Among the male respondents, parental leave 
(83%), flexible working hours (89%) and gender equality training programmes (87%) were 
cited as being beneficial to the company as a whole, response rates that show little or no 
difference to female respondents.58  However, when asked about special training 
programmes for women, our male sample were split evenly, with 49% (107/228) saying that 
they benefit women primarily, whereas 60% of women (125/207) see them as benefitting the 
company primarily. 
 
We were interested in understanding whether our male respondents would see the benefits 
of such programmes as accruing to themselves personally.  The data for these questions, 
broken down by gender, are reported in Figures 3.2-5 below. 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                      
58 There were no appreciable differences between male respondents at different levels of job responsibility. 

Figure 3.2: Personal impact of specific workplace programmes 
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Figure 3.3: Personal impact of specific workplace programmes: Gender equality training 

 
 
Figure 3.4: Personal impact of specific workplace programmes: Parental leave 
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Figure 3.5: Personal impact of specific workplace programmes: Training programmes for 
women 

 
 
 
Across the board, men are less likely than women to see the personal benefits of these 
workplace programmes and are more likely to see them as detrimental (these results are 
statistically significant).  Analysis of the figures shows that the percentage of men believing 
that gender training programmes are beneficial to themselves is 38% (91/239, 14% lower than 
that of women), flexible hours is 68% (163/241, 15% lower than that of women), parental 
leave is approximately 50% (120/241, 17% lower than that of women), and training 
programmes directed towards women (13%, 32/241) is 27% lower than that of women.  
 
While these figures suggest that there is an appetite among men to take up these 
programmes, it is clear that the benefits are not seen as readily by women. It appears that for 
male respondents, the link between what is good for the company and what is good for 
themselves is weak with regard to the workplace programmes about which we asked. While 
we might expect men not to see the personal benefits of training programmes directed 
towards women, it is concerning that there are still a number of men who do not appear to 
fully see the personal benefits of particularly flexible working and parental leave. It is possible 
that this perception is the result of men not taking up such schemes, which might stem from 
a perception that they are “for women”.  
 
In addition, among both men and women, there is a substantial response of indifference (the 
‘neither’ choice) with regard to gender equality training, parental leave and training 
programmes for women. This further supports our conclusions that more work is needed to 
demonstrate the wider benefits of gender equality.  
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We wanted to see whether responses among men varied across the priority sectors included 
in this report; the data are presented in Table 3.7 below. 
 
Table 3.7: Benefits of workplace programmes to you personally, by sector (men only) 
  

ICT Construction E&E AM&M Total 

Flexible hours 
N 51 51 22 35 159 

 75% 58% 82% 70% 68% 

Gender equality 
training 

N 21 30 15 22 88 

 31% 35% 56% 44% 38% 

Parental leave 
N 35 37 18 28 118 

 52% 42% 64% 56% 50% 

Training for 
women 

N 13 15 5 13 46 

 19% 17% 18% 26% 20% 

 
Workers in the construction sector rated flexible hours and parental leave as being beneficial 
in lower rates than those in the other sectors. This raises questions of the extent to which 
these programmes are available in the construction sector, and whether there are strongly 
held perceptions of how suitable these programmes are for the sector.   
 
We also examined the distribution of attitudes towards such policies by level of responsibility, 
as shown in Table 3.8 
 
Table 3.8: Personal benefits of workplace programmes, by level of job responsibility (men 
only) 
  

Manager/ 
Director 

Supervisor/ 
Foreman 

None Total 

Flexible hours 
N 92 13 58 163 

 64% 59% 77% 68% 

Gender equality 
training 

N 54 6 31 91 

 38% 27% 41% 38% 

Parental leave 
N 65 9 46 120 

 45% 41% 61% 50% 

Training for 
women 

N 30 4 14 48 

 21% 18% 19% 20% 

 
It is notable that 38% of the managers/directors do not see the personal benefit of gender 
equality training, which might be a concern if this is determining whether or not these 
managers offer gender equality training to their staff. However, since our male respondents 
also said that these programmes are beneficial to companies, managers may only exclude 
themselves personally while offering this training in their organisations.  
 
It is also concerning to see that there is a level of detachment among directors and managers 
from the benefits of training programmes for women.  Only one in five see any personal 
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benefit of such programmes, and only 49% of male directors and managers see these training 
programmes as being beneficial to the company as a whole (44% say that they benefit 
primarily women). From these results, we detect an important gap in the understanding of 
the benefits of such programmes affecting a wider group and not only the programme 
participants themselves. Managers’ perceptions are important here, as they are often the 
ones to decide whether such programmes will be delivered and whether steps will be taken 
to improve workplace culture. Yet again, this supports our conclusion that more work is 
needed to convey the wider benefits of gender equality.  
 
Beyond gender equality plans in their companies, we asked respondents whether they had 
received any form of gender equality training,59 be it as part of an induction, CPD, a company 
plan, or other. 
 
Figure 3.6: “Have you had gender equality training?” 
 

 
 
Our data show that gender equality training has a take-up rate of approximately one third of 
the workforce in the sectors that we have selected (155/474 respondents), with an almost 
even gender split. There is little difference between our male and female respondents; 
therefore, we conclude that gender equality training is not necessarily targeted towards or 
taken up uniquely by men. 
 
Regarding potential differences across sectors, we show the same data broken down by 
priority sector in Table 3.9. 
 
                                                      
59 Gender equality training may include recruitment practices, performance assessment, workplace culture and 
behaviour, unconscious bias training, etc. 
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Table 3.9: Gender equality training, by sector 
 

 ICT Construction E&E AM&M Total 

Overall (yes) 25%       39%       27%       36% 33% 

 Men 

Yes 15 32 11 22 80  
22% 37% 31% 45% 33% 

 Women 

Yes 14 25 9 27 75  
29% 42% 24% 31% 32% 

Gap (men versus 
women) 

-7 -5 +7 +14 +1 

 
The sector with the highest rate of gender equality training is Construction (39%), with the 
lowest being ICT (25%).  However, if we examine gender differences in the take-up rate of 
equality training by sector, it is interesting that the greatest gender gap — men versus women 
— is in the Energy and Environment (+7%) and Advanced Materials and Manufacturing (+14%) 
sectors. In contrast, more women in the construction sector (42%) report having received 
equality training than do men (37%), with a negative sectoral gap (-5%).  Although equality 
training might appear at first sight to be more common in the construction industry, it does 
not appear to be as targeted towards men specifically as in other sectors. 
 
We were keen to see whether there are recognisable impacts of gender equality training upon 
perceptions of gender equality as a whole, particularly among our male respondents. To do 
so, we refer to the crosstabulation that we explained in Table 2.7 in the ‘opinions on gender 
equality’ section. As the data show, a complex picture emerges regarding the responses to 
‘less emphasis on gender equality’ and whether the respondent had received gender equality 
training.   Men who have undertaken gender equality training seem more agnostic towards 
gender equality programmes (30%, 24/80) than do those who have not (as measured by the 
perceived benefits of less emphasis on gender equality). We cannot, of course, establish 
causality; after all, it is possible that men who are already more sceptical of the benefits of 
gender equality might be more likely to be asked to undertake gender equality training. 
However, it is still disappointing to note that of the 80 male respondents who have 
undertaken gender equality training, only 19 of them would see a reduction of emphasis on 
gender equality training as being detrimental. Yet, in this sample the majority of male 
respondents (55%, 131/239), whether having received gender equality training or not, 
mentioned an indifferent line between benefits and detriments of less emphasis on gender 
equality.   
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3.4 Conclusion 

As we might expect, there are differences in men and women’s experiences of gender and 

gender equality in the workplace.  

 

Men are more likely than women to perceive gender imbalance in both their sector and their 

company and are more likely to see their day-to-day workplace as being less gendered than 

their sector.  

 
There is also a clear difference in men and women’s perceptions of how women are treated 
in the workplace. As in other areas of this report, it appears that men are simply not as aware 
of the way in which gender and inequality continue to shape women’s working lives.  
 
While our survey responses would suggest that men are largely in favour of increasing the 
number of women in the workplace and are comfortable with working with women, our focus 
groups again provided a more nuanced view. There also seems to be a perception that a 
workplace changes with a more balanced workforce; while some see this as a positive, it 
causes a degree of unease among others. It might be that this apparent unease needs to be a 
focus of efforts to bring about change in workplace culture.  
 
Our findings confirm that the wider benefits of greater gender equality, and many of the 
initiatives that help to deliver it, are not widely known or accepted, perhaps surprisingly, by 
both men and women. It appears that men do not necessarily make a connection between 
what they perceive to be good for themselves and good for the company. While we might 
expect men not to see the personal benefits of training programmes directed towards 
women, it is concerning that there are still a number of men who do not appear to see the 
personal benefits of flexible working and parental leave. If this stems from men not accessing 
these programmes, work should be prioritised to tackle the assumption that they are only for 
women and to ensure that men are supported in having a healthy work–life balance as well.  
 
A particular challenge for those promoting equality is the level of indifference among both 
male and female respondents regarding the benefits of gender equality training, parental 
leave and training programmes for women. There is clearly still a job to be done in 
communicating the value of greater equality in the workplace to both men and women.  
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4 Overcoming gender inequality in 

the workplace 

4.1 Introduction 

As discussed in the literature review, many of the barriers to gender equality are well known. 
In previous chapters, we have explored men’s attitudes towards and experiences of working 
with women as well as gender equality. Here we take this discussion a step further to 
determine men’s opinions on the known barriers, such as sexism and balancing work and 
care, as well as efforts to overcome these and deliver equality.   
 
While our discussions in previous chapters suggest that unconscious bias and stereotypical 
ideas are perhaps a more persistent issue than is overt discrimination, we know that sexism 
continues to be an issue throughout the workplace. It is therefore important to understand 
the extent to which men recognise this as a problem as well as to explore what they believe 
to be the cause of continued underrepresentation of women in their sectors.  
 
From both the available literature and our previous chapters, it is clear that the question of 
children and childcare continues to shape women’s careers and men’s perceptions of women 
in the workplace. This is despite a number of changes in the law to better support parents in 
sharing caring responsibilities. In this context, we discuss perceptions of flexible working and 
shared parental leave.  
 
Finally, we turn our attention to perceptions of action to achieve gender equality. There are 
a variety of common activities carried out by employers to address gender imbalance for 
which we explore levels of support among both men and women.  
 
Key findings: 
 

 When considering why women are underrepresented in these sectors, men are more likely 

to state that women do not want to work in these sectors and are less likely to agree that 

companies do not like to employ women.  

 Men working in Construction and ICT are more likely to state that women are not able to 

do most jobs in the sector, although there is some recognition that the perception of the 

sector and men working in the sector may play a role in putting women off.  

 Women are more likely to state that gender has played a role in their missing out on a 

promotion.  

 Men are less likely to agree that sexism is still a problem in workplaces generally and in 

their own.  

 While those in management positions agree that sexism is still a problem generally, they 

are more likely to disagree that it is a problem in their own workplace.  

 While men support the principle of zero tolerance for sexism in the workplace, there 

remains discomfort regarding working alongside women, particularly when it means 

having to moderate language or roll back banter.  
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 A sizeable minority of men would not take shared parental leave (40%), with the majority 
of these citing that they could not afford to do so.  

 Both men and women state that those who work flexibly do not have the same career 
ambitions and men were more likely to equate working flexibly with a lower ambition 
among women. Men are also more likely to see flexible working as being reserved for 
women.  

 There remains a strong sense among men that a key barrier for women concerns the 
interruptions to their careers caused by maternity and parental leave and that it is almost 
expected that women will take on primary caring roles. Crucially, this is seen as a choice 
that women make, and there is limited recognition of how structural and societal 
pressures may shape these decisions.  

 There is a clear preference from both men and women in supervisory positions wherein 
programmes such as flexible working, mentoring, coaching and leadership development 
training should be provided to both men and women in the workplace. There is limited 
support for targeted activity or for making use of key performance indicators (KPIs) and 
objectives surrounding equality.   

 

4.2 Women in the sector 

In previous chapters we discovered that, to a lesser or greater extent, men are aware of 
gender imbalance in their company and their sector. To further our understanding, we also 
wanted to explore what might account for this imbalance. We presented respondents with 
four choices: “companies in this sector don’t want women to work for them”, “women are 
not able to do the work in this sector”, “women don’t want to work in this sector”, and “there 
are no barriers to women working in the sector”.  
 
The results of this question are displayed in Table 4.1 below. 
 
Table 4.1: Reasons for the gender imbalance in your sector, by gender 
  

Men Women Total  

Companies in this sector generally don’t like to 
employ women 

11 5% 26 11% 37 8% 

There aren’t really any barriers to women working 
in this sector 

146 60% 143 61% 289 61% 

Women are not able to do most jobs in this sector 6 2% 0 
 

6 1% 

Women generally don’t want to work in this sector 79 33% 64 27% 143 30% 

 
Whilst around two thirds of our respondents, irrespective of their gender, are likely to tell us 
that they do not think that there are barriers to women working in the sector, men are more 
likely than women to think that women simply do not want to work in the sector (33% versus 
27%), while they are only half as likely to believe that companies themselves may discriminate 
against the recruitment of women.   
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In Table 4.2 below, we break these figures down by sector. 
 
Table 4.2: Reasons for the gender imbalance in your sector, by sector (both men and women) 
  

ICT Construction E&E AM&M 

Companies in this sector generally 
don’t like to employ women 

7 6% 17 11% 7 10% 6 4% 

There aren’t really any barriers to 
women working in this sector 

74 63% 58 39% 54 74% 103 75% 

Women are not able to do most jobs in 
this sector 

0 0% 3 2% 0 0% 3 2% 

Women generally don’t want to work 
in this sector 

36 31% 70 47% 12 16% 25 18% 

Total60 117 100% 148 100% 73 100% 137 100% 

 
Although the numbers are relatively low (given that the majority of respondents see no 
barriers to women working in the sector), it is noteworthy that in Construction (47%) and ICT 
(31%) there are an elevated proportion of respondents who told us that women generally 
don’t want to work in this sector.  While this may be less surprising (albeit no less 
disappointing) for the construction sector, wherein there are still societal stereotypes with 
regard to physical strength and gender, it is more surprising — and revealing — in relation to 
the ICT sector, in which the perceptions of women’s lack of interest in the work clearly have 
more to do with technical competencies than physical attributes. This is particularly 
interesting when read in conjunction with our findings that suggest that men in the ICT sector 
have more gendered perceptions of men and women.  
 
We were also keen to understand the extent to which gender is seen as affecting career 
progression within the sectors. In a question asked only of those with supervisory 
responsibilities, we asked respondents, male and female, to tell us whether they felt that 
gender had played a role in their missing out on a promotion at work.  The results of this 
question are displayed in Table 4.3 below. 
 
Table 4.3: Gender has played a part in my missing out on a promotion 
 

 Men Women 

Strongly agree 13 8% 20 20% 

Somewhat agree 17 10% 27 27% 

Somewhat disagree 37 23% 32 32% 

Strongly disagree 97 59% 21 21% 

Total 164 100% 100% 100% 

 
The results are stark: almost one in two women (47%) are in agreement with the statement 
that gender played a role in their missing out on a promotion, compared to one in six men 
(18%).  Collectively, almost one in three (77/264) of our survey respondents report gender-
based barriers to promotion. 

                                                      
60 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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The reasons as to why some sectors still have fewer women working in them were discussed 
in our focus groups. Some participants stated that they felt that this was due to a lack of 
interest in the sector or to women not having the right skills or qualifications. Others pointed 
to the nature of work in their sector and the possibility of long working days and long hours 
away from home. While there remained a sense among some that the work in some sectors 
was too physical for women, this was challenged by others who said that women can be 
physically fitter than men nowadays. There was also some limited recognition of the impact 
that men’s attitudes towards and perceptions of their sector might be having: 
 

“Maybe it’s the attitude of the men in those sectors. They still think it’s a man’s job 
and require strength and they put women off.” 

 
“A lot of it is down to the people at the top. Look at the English FA: they are all old, 

 white men.” 
 
Our findings suggest that there is still a tendency for men to see the lack of women in some 
sectors and job roles as a result of women’s own choice not to work there, further supporting 
our conclusion that men are less aware of the extent to which gender affects career paths.  
 

4.3 Sexism in the workplace 

Sexism remains a problem in the workplace, as well as in women’s lives more generally, and 
a barrier to achieving gender equality. It was therefore important to understand the extent 
to which it is recognised in workplaces more generally and in individuals’ own work 
environment. We asked survey respondents whether sexism is still a problem in many 
workplaces, and also whether sexism is a problem in their specific workplace.  The results are 
displayed in Table 4.4 below. 
 
Table 4.4: “Is sexism still a problem in...?” 
 

 Many workplaces My workplace 

 Men Women Men Women 

Strongly agree 52 22% 76 33% 8 4% 27 12% 

Somewhat agree 108 45% 120 52% 51 21% 81 35% 

Somewhat disagree 53 22% 25 11% 75 31% 59 26% 

Strongly disagree 26 11% 9 4% 105 44% 62 27% 

Total 239 100% 230 100% 239 100% 229 100% 

  
Women are clearly more likely to agree that sexism is a problem in the workplace, be it in 
general (85% strongly or somewhat agree) or in their own workplace (47%), than are men 
(67% and 25% respectively).  We find it telling that one in two women in our survey report 
that sexism is a problem in their place of work, whereas only one in four men believe that 
such is the case.61 

                                                      
61 It is important to note that our male and female respondents did not necessarily work in the same 
companies; however, these findings still suggest that men are less aware of sexism in their environment.  
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Isolating the responses from male respondents, we once again find little, meaningful variation 
by sector across these two questions.  However, when we break them down by level of job 
responsibility (Table 4.5 below), some interesting patterns do emerge. 
 
Table 4.5: Sexism is a problem in …, by level of job responsibility (men only) 
 

   Management responsibilities 
 

  Director/Manager Supervisor/Foreman Not 
Manager/Supervisor 

  Other Mine Other Mine Other Mine 

Strongly agree N 27 4 7 1 18 3 
   19% 3% 32% 4% 25% 4% 

Somewhat agree N 68 25 8 7 32 19 
   47% 17% 36% 32% 44% 26% 

Somewhat disagree N 35 48 4 6 14 21 
   24% 33% 18% 27% 19% 29% 

Strongly disagree N 14 67 3 8 9 30 
   10% 47% 14% 36% 12% 41% 

Total62 N 144 144 22 22 73 73 
   100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 
As we can see from the table, the distribution of responses by level of responsibility when we 
ask about other workplaces is not particularly different across levels of job responsibility.  
However, the same is not true for the breakdown of responses by responsibility level for the 
respondent’s own workplace.  We can see that there is a big difference between 
managers/directors and those in either supervisory or foreman positions and those with no 
managerial responsibilities.  Only 20% of directors and managers either strongly or somewhat 
agree that sexism is a problem in their own workplace, compared to 36% of 
supervisors/foremen and 25% of those with no responsibility.   
 
From these results, we can see that 66% of managers/directors in our sample group seem to 
accept the presence of sexism in general, but 47% of them strongly disagree that sexism is an 
issue in their own workplace. By comparison, 47% of our female sample group told us that 
sexism is (somewhat) a problem in their workplace. While our data are limited in 
understanding the dynamics of relations in the individual workplaces of our respondents, the 
data do suggest that sexism is not recognised as readily by managers/directors in their own 
workplace. Within the context of men as agents of change, it is important that those in 
gatekeeping positions both recognise issues such as sexism and go on to take action. If there 
is a tendency for men in these positions not to recognise sexism as a problem, there is a risk 
that work to eradicate sexism will be hindered.  
  

                                                      
62 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
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In all of our questioning, both in the surveys and in the focus groups, participants initially told 
us that they work (for the most part) in zero-tolerance cultures, wherein women and men are 
treated the same and sexism is not an issue.  Nonetheless, as the discussions in our focus 
groups unfolded, we began to detect some nuances in their perceptions.  On the one hand, it 
seems that there is a high level of awareness of the desirability for a workplace free from 
sexism and harassment; on the other hand, we saw the emergence of latent attitudes that 
seem to confirm the suspicion that male cultures still exist across sectors but that they are 
consciously supressed.   
 
In one focus group session, some participants from the construction industry were keen to 
tell us how inappropriate comments and sexist behaviour are no longer tolerated on 
construction sites; three of them told us that it is their understanding that any overtly sexist 
behaviour (the example given was that of whistling at women) would result in immediate 
dismissal.  However, later in the group, those same workers agreed that they liked to work 
around women who could ‘take it’ in terms of the tone and content of jokes. 
 
In another group, there was general assent expressed with the view that other male workers 
can be uncomfortable with more women in the workplace; a lot of the comments related to 
fears of the possible consequences of ‘jokes’ or ‘humorous behaviour’: 
 

“We have one member of staff who has been heard and complained about after he 
told female staff that they were fat enough to be pregnant.” (ICT, manual) 

 
Here, the key thing is to note that the comments are still perceived to be funny, but just not 
appropriate for the workplace, although in this case, action was taken by management.  
 
In our focus groups, we encountered many ‘off-hand’ comments that suggest that there 
remains an undercurrent of sexism in some workplace cultures.  As outlined in Chapter 2, 
some men see women as being more “chatty” and more “bitchy”. These stereotypical ideas 
in respect of women did tip over into what would be seen as sexist ideas in places.  
 
The combination of data from the survey and the focus groups suggests a contradiction in 
men’s perception of sexism in the workplace. While they seem to support the principle of a 
zero-tolerance workplace, there remains discomfort while working alongside women, 
particularly when it means having to moderate language and roll back the banter. There is a 
fine line between stereotypical ideas regarding men and women’s roles and overt sexism and 
discrimination. Our findings suggest that there remains a need for education surrounding 
these issues to ensure that workplace cultures can genuinely become inclusive.  
 
However, we also saw instances wherein such views were challenged by other participants in 
the focus group. A key question for equality campaigners is therefore how to support more 
men in having the confidence to challenge views and behaviours that they deem to be sexist 
in whatever setting they encounter them.  
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4.4 Women as carers 

Women continue to more commonly be the primary carer in a household, which drastically 
affects career paths, progression at work, and earnings. Furthermore, their caring 
responsibilities have a big impact on their work–life balance and well-being. A number of 
schemes and initiatives have been introduced by the UK government to try to support those 
with caring responsibilities, including a right to request flexible working and shared parental 
leave. 
 
In April 2015, the UK government introduced the Shared Parental Leave (SPL) scheme, which, 
for the first time, allowed partners to share 52 weeks of leave. While an important 
development, SPL to date has not been as effective as anticipated and take-up, particularly 
among men, has been low. Four out of 10 businesses surveyed reported that they had not 
had a single man take SPL.63 This is due to a variety of reasons, including a lack of 
understanding of SPL rights among men and lower rates of pay for men.64   
 
In our survey, we wanted to find out what perceptions of SPL are among the men in our 
sample. In the first question, we asked men whether they would apply for parental leave from 
their company if their spouse/partner were expecting a child, which is shown in Figure 4.1.   
 
Figure 4.1: Would ask for parental leave (men only) 
 

 
 

                                                      
63 The Guardian, “Few fathers can afford to take shared parental leave, say campaigners”. 
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2017/apr/05/few-fathers-can-afford-to-take-shared-parental-leave-
say-campaigners; Working Families. https://www.workingfamilies.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2016/01/Working-Families-SPL-briefing-paper-January-2016.pdf 
64 My Family Care, “Shared Parental Leave: Two Years On”, April 2017.  
https://www.myfamilycare.co.uk/resources/news/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2017/apr/05/few-fathers-can-afford-to-take-shared-parental-leave-say-campaigners
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2017/apr/05/few-fathers-can-afford-to-take-shared-parental-leave-say-campaigners
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Three out of five men told us that they would, while 40% (96/243) told us that they would 
not, a figure that broadly corresponds to the findings cited above. We then followed up, 
asking those who had told us that they would not apply for parental leave to tell us why.  
Respondents were asked to tell us whether any of a list of six possibilities was a factor 
(multiple responses were allowed); the results are displayed in Figure 4.2 below. 
 
Figure 4.2: Reasons for not applying for parental leave 
 

 
 
Overwhelmingly, those responding to this question (62%, 59/96) told us that they could not 
afford parental leave, while 22% (21/96) told us that it might affect their career.  Seventeen 
of the respondents in this group told us that it might look odd (18%), while fewer ascribed 
parental leave to being for women (10%).  Some said that their workplace does not allow 
parental leave (5%), whilst about one in eight (13%) told us that they do not know about it. 
The emergence of cost as a significant barrier to take-up aligns with a range of reports from 
other organisations such as Working Families and My Family Care.  
 
This issue also arose in focus group conversations: 
 

“Our company has childcare vouchers but you have to earn £18,000 a year and most 
workers aren’t on that level of pay. The companies need to change their policies and 
support the parent, whether they are male or female.” (Energy and Environment) 

 
“If I wanted to do it [take time out for caring responsibilities], then I think my work 
would be supportive, but it would probably mean my wife having to work longer hours 
to support the family.” (Energy and Environment) 
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Flexible working is another important tool in supporting a better work–life balance. While it 
is not gender-specific, we know that flexible working is particularly useful for those with caring 
responsibilities, who are overwhelmingly women. We therefore wanted to explore 
perceptions of flexible working and how it may impact on careers, and asked respondents 
whether they feel that women who work flexible hours have the same ambition as those who 
do not, whether the same is true for men, and whether flexible hours have any braking effect 
on career progress.  The results are shown in Table 4.6 below. 
 
Table 4.6: Flexible working hours 
 

 Women who work flexibly 
have same ambition 

Men who work flexibly 
have same ambition 

Same opportunities for 
career progression  

Men Women Men Women Men Women 

Strongly 
agree 

38 18% 61 31% 41 19% 41 20% 13 6% 17 8% 

Agree 79 38% 85 43% 72 34% 86 42% 49 24% 43 21% 

Neither  61 29% 32 16% 60 28% 59 29% 62 30% 57 28% 

Disagree 23 11% 17 9% 30 14% 16 8% 76 37% 66 33% 

Strongly 
disagree 

8 4% 4 2% 8 4% 1 0% 7 3% 20 10% 

Total65 209 100% 199 100% 211 100% 203 100% 207 100% 203 100% 

 
Two clear findings emerge from these data.  In general, all respondents disagree that those 
who work flexibly have the same opportunities of career advancement as those who do not.  
Secondly, there is a significant difference between male and female respondents regarding 
the perception of flexible working and ambition: male respondents are less likely to agree 
that those who work flexibly have the same ambition (as those who do not) than are female 
respondents.66 
 
We then asked some follow-up questions as to flexible working, to further probe perceptions 
and availability of flexible hours.  We asked respondents to tell us whether they (or a friend) 
have ever been told that flexible hours might damage their career, as well as asking them 
about the availability of flexible hours in their company and whether they feel that flexible 
working is primarily reserved for women in their workplace.  These data are shown in Table 
4.7. 
  

                                                      
65 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
66 We analysed these data by sector and by level of job responsibility for the male respondents, but found no 
statistically significant patterns in those crosstabulations. 
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Table 4.7: Impact and availability of flexible hours 
 

 Have been told that 
flexible hours damage 
career 

Flexible hours can be 
requested but are rarely 
given 

Company gives flexible 
hours only to women 

 
Men Women Men  Women Men Women 

Strongly 
agree 

8 4% 12 6% 14 7% 16 8% 7 3% 2 1% 

Agree 28 13% 36 18% 36 17% 35 17% 29 14% 5 2% 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

50 24% 59 29% 50 24% 47 23% 44 21% 43 21% 

Disagree 59 28% 59 29% 67 32% 72 35% 59 28% 86 42% 

Strongly 
disagree 

65 31% 36 18% 43 20% 33 16% 72 34% 67 33% 

Total67  210 100% 202 100% 210 100% 203 100% 211 100% 203 100% 

 
While there is little difference between the perception of the availability of flexible hours, 
there is a difference between men and women regarding the perceptions of to whom it is 
primarily directed and the potential career impacts.  Men are more likely to agree with the 
statement that flexible hours are reserved for women in their company, and are more in 
disagreement with the statement that they, or someone they know, have been told that 
flexible working will damage their career.68   
 
Many of these findings were echoed in the focus groups.  Both the survey and the focus 
groups portray a shared perception that the main barriers to the advancement of women in 
the workplace emanate not from male-dominated cultures or an unwillingness to work with 
women, but from the interruptions to employment and careers caused by maternity, 
childcare, and family life.  There seemed a clear consensus that the onus on childcare and 
parental leave is on women: 
 

“My other problem is that woman play an important role in bringing up the children 
and if they are working, are the children losing out?” (Energy and Environment, 
manual) 

 
Most men seemed unaware of paternity leave or unwilling to think about it (most often citing 
concerns over pay), although one did state: 
 

“In my company, men now have an extra statutory two weeks’ paternity leave. This is 
brilliant. Alright, the extra two weeks are unpaid but it balances things out.” (ICT, 
manager) 

  

                                                      
67 Figures may not sum directly to 100% due to rounding in the data 
68 Once again, we analysed these data by sector and by level of job responsibility for the male respondents, but 
found no statistically significant patterns in those crosstabulations. 
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Even in groups wherein there were divergences and disagreements in respect of equality and 
modern working practice policies, the one thread of agreement was in relation to the 
perception that having a child or childcare responsibilities is the primary reason for women 
lagging behind men in their careers and, by extension, accounting for the gender imbalance 
at the senior levels of companies.  One manager in the ICT sector told the group very 
forcefully: 
 

“When women and men come into the company, they have the same level of ambition.  
But women get married, they have children, and then turn their attention to their 
careers, and then they want to come back and pick up where they left off, but they 
can’t — it’s just not possible in a job like mine.” 

 
Finally, some men expressed concerns over the business impact of pregnancy and maternity: 
 

“So like maternity. If a lot of the female staff are pregnant at the same time, it causes 
problems covering their absence. There has got to be situations where businesses look 
at their percentage of female staff that are in their 20s and 30s and think that they 
don’t want any more, as it will hurt them if too many of them pregnant.” 
 

Another participant stated: 
 

“I have seen one manager turn to another and say she can’t be trained up as she is too 
young and she’ll get pregnant and might leave.” (Energy and Environment) 
 

As we have seen throughout the research, there is a slight contradiction between the 
responses in the survey and those in the focus groups. While a majority of male respondents 
to the survey suggested that they would want to share caring responsibilities, the sense of 
women as being carers first and earners second is clearly still shaping men’s perceptions of 
women in work.  
 
Crucially, there seems to be limited recognition that the decision by women to take time out 
of work might be shaped by societal and structural issues.  
 
While schemes such as SPL and flexible working should, in theory, support better sharing of 
caring responsibilities and ensure that there is no career cost to having children, in reality the 
impact of these initiatives is limited by the continued perception of women’s role as mother, 
as well as more practical issues such as rates of parental leave pay.  
 
 

4.5 Action to achieve gender equality 

There are a number of common actions implemented by employers in all sectors to deliver 
better gender equality. We wanted to understand which of these our respondents working in 
decision-making roles thought should be undertaken and whether these should be targeted 
towards either men or women.  
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Table 4.8: “What initiatives should your company undertake and for whom?” 
  

Flexible 
working 
hours 

Gender 
equality 
training 

Work– life 
balance 

Mentoring Coaching 
Formal/ 
informal 
networks 

Parental 
leave 

Gender 
equality 
targets and 
key 
performance 
indicators 
(KPIs) 

Leadership 
development 
training 

 
Men in supervisory positions 

For men 3% 2% 3% 
   

2% 
  

For women 
   

2% 1% 1% 2% 
 

0% 

Both 88% 61% 88% 88% 90% 79% 88% 50% 95% 

Not useful 9% 36% 9% 8% 8% 19% 8% 48% 4%  
Women in supervisory positions 

For men 
 

1% 
    

1% 
  

For women 1% 
 

1% 2% 2% 3% 
 

1% 4% 

Both 89% 74% 91% 85% 86% 82% 86% 60% 91% 

Not useful 10% 24% 8% 13% 12% 15% 13% 39% 5% 

 
In general, we find that there are relatively high levels of support (80% or above) for the 
development of most of these initiatives for both men and women, except when it comes to 
those which are most directly associated with gender equality: training and targets/KPIs.  
Over a third of men in supervisory positions do not see gender equality training as being 
useful, and a quarter of women do not either.  Even more concerning is that half of the male 
sample do not see gender equality targets and KPIs as being useful, and two in five women in 
positions of responsibility feel the same way.   
 
There are some concerning issues within these results. First of all, as discussed throughout 
the report, although men have an appetite to take action towards gender equality, there also 
appears to be a lack of awareness of the extent to which inequality is still shaping women’s 
careers. In this context, gender equality training could be particularly impactful by ensuring 
that men, and women, are able to recognise inequality in their own work environment and 
beyond and support activity to address it. However, as our data show, appetite for this kind 
of training among decision makers is low.  
  
Secondly, it is widely known that women do not have equal access to career development 
programmes, networks, and peer support.69 Programmes such as mentoring, coaching, 
flexible working policies, and networks targeted specifically towards women have the 
potential to have a significant impact on career progression. Despite this, the findings of our 
research show that respondents in managerial positions do not favour targeting these kinds 
of initiatives towards women. In sectors that are dominated by men, such as the four that we 
have explored here, targeting these initiatives towards women has the potential to have an 
impact on efforts to tackle gender imbalance throughout management structures, as well as 
during recruitment.70  
 

                                                      
69 Chwarae Teg (2012) A Woman’s Place; FSB (2016) Women in Enterprise: The Untapped Potential (more 
references can be added) 
70 PwC (2017) Winning the fight for female talent: How to gain the diversity edge through inclusive recruitment  



 

62 
 

Finally, the lack of support for equality KPIs and targets from both men and women is 
particularly concerning. Research has shown that putting these in place is one of the most 
effective ways of delivering change.71 They not only ensure that equality is embedded into 
company processes and procedures but also support the measurement of progress and the 
evaluation of activities.  
  

4.6 Conclusion 

There are clear differences in the way in which men and women perceive some of the issues 
explored in this chapter. Women are much more likely to see companies as discriminating 
against women and consider that their gender has affected their career progression, while 
men are more likely to think that a lack of women in their sector is a result of women not 
wanting to work there. Clearly, there remains a stronger perception among men that the 
reason for a lack of women in certain sectors is to do with women and not structural issues 
such as discrimination or workplace culture.  
 
There also some outliers when we examine our results by sector. Both ICT and Construction 
had a higher proportion of respondents stating that women are unable to undertake the jobs 
in the sector. Given that ICT also saw a more gendered perception of men and women, it is 
possible that this sector faces particular challenges in order to address the gender imbalance 
in its workforce.  
 
The issue of stereotypes is clearly one that still requires attention; however, it also appears 
that work is needed in respect of sexism. Our findings suggest that while sexism is still seen 
as an issue in sectors overall, men are less likely to recognise it as an issue in their own 
workplace. There is also a lack of understanding of when stereotypical perceptions might tip 
over into overt sexism. Particularly concerning is the apparent dismissal of sexism as an issue 
by those in decision-making positions, who ultimately will determine whether tackling sexist 
behaviour is a priority.  
 
Throughout the report we have seen that there remains a strong sense of women as being 
carers. Between the survey and focus group data, it seems that there is an expectation that 
women will take long breaks from their careers to raise children and that, as a result, women 
are less ambitious. This is seen as a choice that women make freely and not linked in any way 
to societal or structural pressures.  
 
Worryingly, it seems that schemes implemented to address the so-called “motherhood pay 
penalty”, such as flexible working and shared parental leave, are having limited success. SPL 
is difficult for some to take, mainly due to financial reasons, and flexible working is seen as 
being a scheme for women and is perceived to have negative impacts on careers. If these 
issues are not addressed, the impact of these schemes will be significantly reduced.  
 
As in other areas of the report, some of the responses from women are again slightly 
surprising.  It is clear that there is limited support from both men and women in senior 
positions for a variety of approaches known to be successful in addressing gender inequality. 

                                                      
71 PwC (2017) Winning the fight for female talent: How to gain the diversity edge through inclusive recruitment 
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This is something of which equality campaigners and those working with businesses on 
equality and diversity need to be mindful, considering whether current approaches need to 
change to ensure greater buy-in from senior managers.  
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5 Conclusions and recommendations 
 
It is clear that men’s attitudes towards and opinions on gender equality in the workplace are 
complex and it was only through more detailed conversations in our focus groups that we 
were really able to unpick some of the more nuanced views.  
 
Stereotypical ideas with regard to men and women persist and shape men’s perceptions of 
women in the workplace. In particular, the issue of motherhood does continue to have a 
notable impact on men’s perceptions in particular.  
 
There remains a sense that some sectors are simply unsuitable for women.  
 
In terms of the lack of women in senior positions, women tend to agree more strongly that it 
is beneficial to have gender balance in senior roles than do men.  
 
Our exploration of who benefits from gender equality in the workplace provides some of the 
most interesting findings of our research, and raises a number of questions and challenges 
for equality campaigners. While some may expect men not to see a direct, personal benefit 
from increased gender equality, it is concerning that the benefits to businesses are also not 
recognised. This view seems to be shared by men and women; therefore, there is a clear 
challenge in ensuring that the wider benefits of gender equality are understood by all. 
 

5.1 On the benefits of gender equality 

1. Gender inequality continues to be an issue in our workplaces and society more broadly 
and there remains more to be done to demonstrate to men the benefits of gender equality 
to all people.  

2. Men are much more likely than women to state that equality has already been achieved, 
and are less likely to agree that it is desirable to have gender balance in senior decision 
making. 

3. Men are more than twice as likely (as women) to say that men and women are now equal.  
Thirty-one per cent of men agree with this statement, as opposed to only 12% of women. 
It is notable how low both of these figures are, suggesting that the vast majority of people 
(men and women) do not think that there is gender equality currently. 

 
 

5.2 On workplaces 

1. Men are more likely to be in senior roles in organisations, or act as gatekeepers, and have 
more influence on workplace culture. Our literature review shows that many studies have 
indicated that men are the missing ingredient in achieving equality for women in the 
workplace.  

2. Our research indicates a complex picture of fairly rapidly changing gender balances 
within workplaces, and the way in which men embrace and recognise but may also 
question such changes. 
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3. There is a key role for senior managers, and our research found that across the board, 

men are more likely to see fair and equal treatment of women within their companies. 

This was true with whether it is in terms of their overall treatment (80% of men agree 

versus 62% of women), their chances of promotion (88% of men agree as opposed to 65% 

of women) or their voice as decision makers (87% of men agree as opposed to 65% of 

women). This suggests that men in senior positions are not as aware of the extent to 

which gender is still impacting on women’s working lives and career paths.  

4. Our findings show that 38% of managers/directors do not see the personal benefit of 

gender equality training, which may impact on their likelihood of offering it or promoting 

it positively to their staff. 

5. There is a clear difference in men and women’s perceptions of how women are treated 

in the workplace, and it appears from our research that men are simply not as aware as 

women of the way in which gender and inequality continue to shape women’s working 

lives. 

 

5.3 On gender stereotypes 

1. Across the board, people still have gender biases in terms of the roles that men and 

women undertake, or see certain roles in gender-stereotypical ways. There is complexity 

surrounding how men view women (including across sectors) and our focus groups 

showed that while some showed that they see no difference between men and women, 

there remains a tendency to associate particular traits and behaviours with women and 

men that align with quite traditional stereotypes — whether expressed positively or 

negatively. However, “the difference between the results of the survey and the focus 

group discussions suggests that stereotypical ideas do persist but they only come to the 

fore in a particular setting where men were encouraged to speak openly”. This suggests 

that while there is broad awareness and understanding of the issue of gender equality, 

there remain underlying beliefs and behaviours that may contradict. 

2. Negative perceptions still remain of women’s ambition in work, and of those who work 

part-time in particular. This disproportionally affects women, as over 80% of part-time 

roles in Wales are held by women. 

3. Men tend to express stereotypical ideas in relation to women both positively and 

negatively in life and in work. In particular, the perceptions of women as mothers 

continue to shape men’s perceptions of women’s roles and participation in work.  

4. There is a recurring theme surrounding the perceptions of women as carers and the 

associated impact on their careers, which may suggest that there is a perception that 

policies to support parents are ‘for women’. 
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5.4 On the differences between sectors 

1. Differences between sectors in terms of gender inequality and perceptions of gender 

inequality prevail. 

2. Workers in ICT seem to have a particularly gendered perception of men and women. 

 

5.5 On actions or policies to improve gender equality 

1. The experience of gender equality plans or training seems to have a limited impact on 

whether individuals see a benefit from gender equality. 

2. There is a clear difference between how men and women value programmes such as 

flexible working, parental leave and gender training. Our analysis shows that the rate of 

men believing that gender training programmes are beneficial to themselves is 38.1% 

(14% lower than that of women), flexible hours is 68% (15% lower than that of women) 

and parental leave is 50% (17% lower than that of women). This suggests that while there 

is an appetite amongst men to take up such programmes, it is clear that the benefits are 

not seen as readily by women. The link between what is good for the company and what 

is good for the individual is also weak. 

3. When considering parental leave, a “sizeable minority of men would not take shared 

parental leave (40%) with the majority of these citing that they could not afford to”. This 

suggests that men consider and experience the same concerns as those of women with 

regard to taking time out of work for childcare (i.e. that there would be a direct negative 

financial penalty); yet, women continue to take the significant burden of childcare, which 

has a direct impact on the types and ways of work that many women undertake after 

having children. 

4. This may also suggest that there is a disconnect between perceptions of part-time and/or 

flexible working and career ambitions; that is to say, roles that are part-time/flexible may 

be either deemed unsuitable for the career-ambitious or not offered to certain job roles 

or levels. 

5. There remains a strong perception among men that the reason for a lack of women in 

certain sectors is that of women (and their choices), not structural issues such as 

discrimination or workplace culture. 

 

5.6 Recommendations 

Based on the conclusions of our research, and in order to ensure that men and women, 
our economy, and society more broadly can benefit from gender equality, there are a 
number of recommendations for further action: 
 

1. To ensure that gender balance at senior levels remains a priority, action must be taken 

by employers to increase the number of women in senior roles across all sectors. To do 

so, more needs to be done to demonstrate the importance of gender balance to men in 

senior roles. 
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2. To achieve gender equality, we must recognise that men are the ‘missing ingredient’ and 

men need to contribute to the sustained focus on enabling women to access decision-

making roles in organisations. 

3. Further work needs to be carried out to challenge stereotypes in terms of the roles that 

men and women undertake in the sectors and industries that are dominated by men and 

women. This includes addressing gender stereotypes in educational institutions, career 

advice and guidance, and recruitment campaigns. 

4. Considerable efforts are needed to dispel myths surrounding part-time and flexible 

working, and the dominant view of women as carers. Gender equality can only be 

achieved if men and women take a more equal share of caring responsibilities, and part-

time and flexible working are available to (and taken up by) men and women, as well as 

to a far wider range of jobs, including at senior level. 

5. To ensure that actions to improve gender equality are as effective as possible, 

organisations should monitor and review the effectiveness of gender equality policies or 

training. 
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Annex one  
 
Gender Equality in the Workplace Employee Survey  
 
Introduction 
 
Gender Equality in the Workplace 
 
Thank you for agreeing to answer our survey! 
 
Our questionnaire is designed to help us get a better understanding of what it is like to work 
alongside other men and women in your sector, and to gain an insight into gender equality in 
your workplace.   
 
We really value your thoughts, opinions, and experiences, and whatever you choose to share 
with us will really assist us in getting an accurate picture from working men and women of 
what things are like from your perspective. 
 
The survey should take no more than 15 minutes to complete, and all of your answers will be 
treated in the strictest confidence. We know that you are very busy and your time is valuable, 
so we really thank you in advance for helping us by answering our questions. 
The information that you provide will only be used for the purposes of this research. 
 
Survey questions – All participants  
 
Screening questions: 
 
1.  Which of the following best describes your current employment status? 

a. Working full time  

b. Working part time  

c. Self-employed  

d. Education  

e. Volunteering 

f. Work experience / in training 

g. Unemployed - Looking for work 

h. Unemployed - long term sick 

i. Stay at home parent 

j. Other 

  

If d. or e. or h. or  i. or j. 
then end 
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2.  Which of the following best describes the sector in which you currently work, are in 
training, or work experience? [If g. to question 1.: Which of the following best describes 
the sector in which you worked in your last job?] 
a. The construction industry sector 
b. The information, communications, and technology 

sectors 
c. The energy and environment sectors? 
d. None of the above 

 
Section 1.  Demographics 
 

1.  What is your sex? 

 Male 

 Female 
 

2.  What is your date of birth? (drop down) 

 Day 

 Month 

 Year 

 
3. What is your marital or same-sex civil partnership status? (drop down) 

 Never married and never registered a same-sex civil partnership 

 Married 

 Separated, but still legally married 

 Divorced 

 Widowed 

 In a registered same-sex civil partnership 

 Separated, but still legally in a same-sex civil partnership 

 Formerly in a same-sex civil partnership which is now legally dissolved 

 Surviving partner from a same-sex civil partnership 
 
4. Do you have any managerial duties or supervisory responsibilities?  

a. Director/Manager  
b. Foreman/supervisor 
c. Not manager/supervisor 

  

If d. then end 
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5.  Which of the following best describes your job category? 
 
MANAGERS, DIRECTORS AND SENIOR OFFICIALS 

 PROFESSIONAL OCCUPATIONS 

 ASSOCIATE PROFESSIONAL AND TECHNICAL OCCUPATIONS 

 ADMINISTRATIVE AND SECRETARIAL OCCUPATIONS 

 SKILLED TRADES OCCUPATIONS 

 CARING, LEISURE AND OTHER SERVICE OCCUPATIONS 

 SALES AND CUSTOMER SERVICE OCCUPATIONS 

 PROCESS, PLANT AND MACHINE OPERATIVES 

 ELEMENTARY OCCUPATIONS 
 
6. Children 

“Do you have any children” [yes/no] 
 
If yes: Do you have a son/sons [yes/no]   
If yes: Do you have a daughter/daughters [yes/no] 
 

7. Education level (drop down) 
 
1 - 4 O levels / CSEs / GCSEs (any grades), Entry Level, Foundation Diploma 
NVQ Level 1, Foundation GNVQ, Basic Skills 
5+ O levels (passes) / CSEs (grade 1) / GCSEs (grades A*- C), School Certificate, 1 A level / 2 - 
3 AS levels / VCEs, Higher Diploma 
NVQ Level 2, Intermediate GNVQ, City and Guilds Craft, BTEC First / General Diploma, RSA 
Diploma 
Apprenticeship 
2+ A levels / VCEs, 4+ AS levels, Higher School Certificate, Progression / Advanced Diploma 
NVQ Level 3, Advanced GNVQ, City and Guilds Advanced Craft, ONC, OND, BTEC National, RSA 
Advanced Diploma 
Degree (for example BA, BSc), Higher degree (for example MA, PhD, PGCE) 
NVQ Level 4 - 5, HNC, HND, RSA Higher Diploma, BTEC Higher Level 
Professional qualifications (for example teaching, nursing, accountancy) 
Other vocational / work-related qualifications 
Foreign qualifications 
No qualifications 
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Section 2: Knowledge and experience (“what they know”) 
 
Knowledge 
 

1. Which of the following do you think of the following most accurately presents the balance 
between the number of men and women employed in your sector? [slider] 

 
2. Men have 5 times the chance of landing a leader’s role than a woman of similar qualification 

and experience. Why do you think this is the case? 
(select all that apply) 
 

Women are team players  

Men are better at decision making  

Women have less ambition than men  

Men are better at inspiring others  

Women need more support  

Women are discriminated against (or not 
given chance?) 

 

None of the above  

 
Experience 
 

3. Approximately what is the balance between the number of men and women employed in 
your company? [slider/percentage] 
 

4.  On a typical working day, what is the balance between the number of men and women that 

you would work with? [slider 50/50] 

5. Do you have, or have you had in the past, a boss/supervisor who is a woman? [Yes/no] 

 
6.  Have you ever had any gender equality or gender sensitivity training? [Yes/no] 

 
7.  Do you happen to know whether your company has a gender equality plan? [yes/no] 

 
8. According to your experience, which of the following best captures the reasons keeping 

women out of your sector? [drop down, single response] 
a. Women are not able to do most jobs in this sector 
b. Women generally don’t want to work in this sector 
c. Companies in this sector generally don’t like to employ women 
d. There aren’t really any barriers to women working in this sector 
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Section 3: General attitude towards gender equality (“What they think - society in 
general”) 

9. When jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job than women (4-point forced-
choice strongly agree/somewhat agree/somewhat disagree strongly disagree) 
 

10. Which of the following words do you associate with men (multiple response)? 

 Tick 

Caring  

Compassionate  

Empathetic  

Patient  

Persuasive  

Strong  

Technical  

Brave  

Decisive  

Calm  

 
11. Which of the following words do you associate with women (multiple response)?? 

 Tick 

Caring  

Compassionate  

Empathetic  

Patient  

Persuasive  

Strong  

Technical  

Brave  

Decisive  

Calm  

 
12. Which of the following statements best describes your view (drop down, single response)? 

a. More needs to be done for men and women to be equal 
b. Men and women are equal now 
c. Women’s equality has gone too far 
 

13. If you were told your plane was going to be piloted by a woman how would you feel? 
a. I would complain  
b. I would change my flight  
c. I would get off the plane or not board it  
d. I would be more worried or scared than if it was a male pilot  
e. I would be worried they would not be as good as a man but I would fly anyway  
f. I would be pleased - I think a woman would make a safer pilot than a man  
g. It would make no difference to me 

14. How would you feel about a female mechanic working on your car? 
a. I would not let them and I would leave the garage  



 

73 
 

b. I would be pleased - I think a woman would be better than a man 
c. I would ask for a man to do the job instead 
d. I would let them do the work but would prefer a man did it  
e. It would make no difference to me 
 
Section 4: Sociotropic/objective attitudes towards gender equality (“What they think about 
the workplace”) 

 
15.  How important should gender equality be in [the construction industry] [the Information and 

Communications industry] [the Energy and environment sector]? 
a. More important than for other industries 
b. About the same 
c. Less important than for other industries 

 
16. For whom do you feel the following are beneficial? 

 Men in your 
company 

Women in your 
company 

The company as a 
whole 

Flexible working hours    

Gender equality training    

Parental leave    

Special training programs 
for women 

   

Less emphasis on gender 
equality 

   

 
17. For whom do you think the following are negative? 

 Men in your 
company 

Women in your 
company 

The company as a 
whole 

Flexible working hours    

Gender equality training    

Parental leave    

Special training programs 
for women 

   

Less emphasis on gender 
equality 
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18.  Can you tell us whether you agree of disagree with the following statements? 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Women who work flexibly have the 
same amount of ambition towards 
work as those who don’t 

     

Men who work flexibly have the same 
amount of ambition towards work as 
those who don’t 

     

People in flexible working 
arrangements have the same 
opportunities for career progression as 
those who don’t 

     

People who take career breaks and 
return to work have the same 
opportunities for career progression as 
those who work continuously 

     

I / someone I know has been told by 
their manager that a family friendly 
work pattern reduces the chance of 
promotion 

     

Part-time workers are as capable of 
delivering/ completing demanding 
pieces of work as full time workers are 

     

Part-time workers are as capable of 
delivering work to challenging 
timescales as full time workers are 

     

Flexible working can be requested in my 
current workplace, but it is rarely given 

     

Only women are given flexible working 
opportunities in my workplace  

     

Within my company, women and men 
have the same chance of getting 
promoted 

     

I am more comfortable working with 
people of the same gender as me 

     

Men are often uncomfortable around 
(influential) women 

     

5.7  
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19.  [Men only] If I and my partner are expecting a child, I would apply for shared parental leave.  
  

 
20.  [Men only] If the answer to Q17 is NO, 

what affects your decision of not to apply shared parental leave? (select all apply) 

 Disagree No 
opinion 

Agree 

We can’t afford it if I take parental leave    

My workplace does not support shared parental 
leave  

   

It might affect my career progression    

Caring is a women’s duty    

If I take parental leave, it will look odd    

I don’t know about shared parental leave    

21. In your company, do you think women and men are treated on an equal footing?  
 

22.  In general, to what extent do you agree with each of the following statements: (strongly 
agree/somewhat agree/somewhat disagree/strongly disagree) 
a. Men and women have the same amount of ambition in their working careers  
b. Women who have children have the same amount of ambition as those who dont 
c. Sexism (i.e. gender discrimination) is still a problem in many workplaces 

d. Sexism is a problem in my current and/ or previous workplace 

 
Section 5: Subjective/egocentric attitudes towards gender equality in the sector (“How they 
feel about gender equality”)  

 
23.  [if son] Would you be happy for your son to do a job like yours? 
24.  [if daughter] Would you be happy for your daughter to do a job like yours? 
25.  [if no son] If you had a son, would you be happy for him to do a job like yours? 
26.  [if no daughter] If you had a daughter, would you be happy for her to do a job like yours? 

 
27.  Which of the following best describes your attitude to special training programmes for 

women only? 
a. It helps women  
b. I don’t care either way 
c. It is detrimental to men 

 
28.  On the whole, men make better business executives than women do ([strongly 

disagree/somewhat disagree/somewhat agree/strongly agree] 
 

29.  Do you believe you personally would benefit from increased gender equality in the 
workplace? 
 

30. Are the following beneficial or detrimental for you? 

 Beneficial Detrimental Neither 

 YES (please go to Q19) 

 NO (please go to Q18) 
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Flexible working 
hours 

   

Gender equality 
training 

   

Parental leave    

Special training 
programs for 
women 

   

Less emphasis on 
gender equality 

   

 
31. Which of the following benefits will you get from increased gender equality in your 

workplace? [tick all that apply] 
 

a. Better quality of life 
b. Better parent 
c. Better partner 
d. Better job performance 
e. A more pleasant place to work 
f. None of the above 
 
 

32. My job is… 
a. Better suited for men 
b. Better suited for women 
c. Equally suited for both men and women 

 
33. My sector is…  

a. Better suited for men 
b. Better suited for women 
c. Equally suited for both men and women 

 
Management: extra questions (if a. or b. to Q4) 
 

34.   Do you openly promote gender equality in the workplace? [select one] 
a. No, I am openly opposed 
b. No, I don’t take any action/don’t care 
c. Yes, indirectly/yes I understand and express my opinion 
d. Yes, I do active sponsoring/inspire others/engage as a coach and mentor 

 
35.  To what extent do you agree with the following statements (strongly disagree/somewhat 

disagree/somewhat agree/strongly agree) 
a. I believe that companies benefit when they have more balance between women and 

men in senior positions 
b. Within my company, women and men receive the same level of recognition 
c. I already feel that my gender has played a role in missing out on a raise promotion, 

key assignment, or chance to get ahead 
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d. Within my company, women and men have the same chance of getting promoted 
e. When key decisions are being made, the opinion of women and men are equally 

respected 
f. Enough time and money is invested in training and coaching women and men on how 

to work more effectively with each other 
 

36. Which initiatives do you think your company should develop? 

 For 
men 

For 
women 

Both Not 
useful 

Flexible working hours     

Gender equality training     

Work-life balance     

Mentoring     

Coaching     

Formal/informal networks     

Parental leave     

Gender equality target and key performance indicators (KPIs)     

Leadership development training     

 
37.  How often are you involved in recruitment or hiring decisions? (never, occasionally, 

sometimes, frequently) 
38.  How often are you involved in performance assessment and promotion? (never, occasionally, 

sometimes, frequently) 
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Annex two – sample demographics 
In the tables below, we show the key sample demographics. 
 
 
Gender 
 

Gender Count Percentage 

Men 243 51% 

Women 234 49% 

Grand Total 477 100% 

 
Age 
 

Age group Count Count of 
ses3age2 

16 to 18 years 1 0% 

18 to 24 years 29 6% 

25 to 34 years 113 24% 

35 to 44 years 106 23% 

45 to 54 years 134 29% 

55 to 64 years 73 16% 

Age  1 0% 

Age 65 or 
older 

13 3% 

(blank) 
 

0% 

Grand Total 470 100% 

 
Occupational status 
 

Employment Status Count Percentage 

In education and 
working 

6 1% 

Self-employed  23 5% 

Volunteering 2 0% 

Working full time  411 86% 

Working part time  35 7% 

Grand Total 477 100% 

 
Children 
 

Children? Count  Percentage  

No 170 38%  

Yes 274 62%  

Grand Total 444 100%  
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Marital status 
 

Marital status Count Percentage 

Divorced 54 11% 

Formerly in a same-sex civil partnership which is now legally 
dissolved 

1 0% 

In a registered same-sex civil partnership 2 0% 

Marital status 1 0% 

Married 252 53% 

Never married and never registered a same-sex civil 
partnership 

155 33% 

Separated, but still legally married 7 1% 

Widowed 1 0% 

Grand Total 473 100% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


