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The global construction industry faces a paradox. While workforce shortages continue to grow 
across many countries, women remain significantly underrepresented and leave the industry 
at substantially higher rates than men. Despite decades of recruitment initiatives, women 
continue to represent a small percentage of the construction workforce worldwide. Research 
increasingly suggests that the industry's greatest challenge is not attracting women but 
retaining them.

Women comprise approximately 15 percent of the construction workforce overall and only 
about 3 percent of trades workers (https://iiwic.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/IIWIC-
Global-Status-of-Women-in-Construction-January-2025_FINAL.pdf). While many women 
enter the industry, too many leave before reaching mid-career or leadership positions. The 
2025 Supply Chain Sustainability School Diversity Survey Benchmarking Report, which 
analyzed workforce data from 453,624 employees across 589 UK built environment 
organizations, found that 46% of women and 49.5% of employees from ethnic 
minority groups who voluntarily left the industry did so before the age of 34, 
highlighting a significant loss of early-career talent (Action Sustainability, 2025). The cost of 
turnover is substantial. Employers lose trained workers, leadership pipelines shrink, and the 
industry forfeits valuable investments in recruitment and training.

The challenge is no longer understanding why women leave. The evidence is remarkably 
consistent. Over the past twenty-five years, global research has consistently identified similar 
factors driving women out of construction careers: workplace culture, inflexible work 
practices, limited advancement opportunities, inadequate workplace facilities 
and safety provisions, and perceptions of unfair treatment. This report summarizes 
global research related to these primary challenges affecting retention.

Executive Summary

One often cited reason women leave construction is workplace culture. Women report 
experiences ranging from subtle exclusion and lack of respect to overt discrimination, 
bullying, harassment, and gender-based violence. These experiences negatively affect 
wellbeing, job satisfaction, and long-term career commitment. Women frequently describe 
feeling isolated, constantly needing to prove competence, or being treated as outsiders. These 
experiences accumulate over time and can eventually outweigh the benefits of remaining in 
the industry.

Importantly, cultural issues are not limited to individual interactions. They are often 
reinforced by organizational systems, leadership behaviors, and workplace norms. Research 
suggests that lasting improvement requires visible leadership commitment, accountability 
mechanisms, and industry-wide culture change initiatives.

Challenge 1: Workplace Culture



Construction has traditionally been characterized by long hours, unpredictable schedules, 
travel requirements, and expectations of constant availability. Research consistently 
identifies inflexible work arrangements as a major contributor to both female and male 
attrition. Women often leave not because they dislike construction work, but because the 
industry's traditional work structures make it difficult to sustain long-term careers while 
balancing family responsibilities.

Increasingly, evidence suggests that flexibility can be implemented without sacrificing 
productivity. Organizations that have experimented with alternative schedules, flexible 
rosters, and family-supportive policies have demonstrated positive outcomes for both 
retention and employee engagement.

02Challenge 2: Inflexible Work Practices

Many women report difficulty accessing advancement opportunities. Research identifies 
barriers, including a lack of mentorship, limited sponsorship by senior leaders, exclusion from 
informal networks, and unequal access to high-visibility assignments. Women often struggle 
to see clear pathways to supervisory, project management, executive, or ownership roles. 

The problem becomes self-reinforcing. When women do not see other women advancing into 
leadership positions, they may conclude that long-term career success is unlikely and seek 
opportunities elsewhere. Organizations that actively develop female leaders, provide 
mentorship, and create transparent promotion pathways appear to achieve better retention 
outcomes than organizations relying solely on recruitment initiatives.

Challenge 3: Limited Advancement Opportunities

Many construction workplaces continue to be designed around assumptions that the 
workforce is exclusively male. Women report challenges with personal protective 
equipment (PPE), sanitation facilities, pregnancy accommodations, return-to-work 
support, and workplace safety. Australian research has identified inadequate facilities and 
insufficient support systems as ongoing barriers to women's participation and retention.

Although these issues may appear operational, they send powerful signals about whether 
women are considered legitimate members of the workforce. When organizations address 
these issues proactively, women often interpret these actions as evidence that leadership 
values their participation and intends to support long-term careers.

04Challenge 4: Inadequate Workplace Facilities and 
Safety Provisions



Pay equity, recognition, promotion decisions, and job security all influence retention. Women 
are more likely to leave when they perceive that opportunities are distributed unfairly or when 
they believe they must work harder than male colleagues to achieve equivalent outcomes.

Research consistently demonstrates that retention improves when organizations establish 
transparent promotion processes, equitable compensation systems, and clear accountability 
for diversity outcomes. Fairness is particularly important because it shapes how women 
interpret other workplace experiences. Even positive initiatives can lose effectiveness if 
employees do not trust the organization's commitment to equitable treatment.

Challenge 5: Perceptions of Unfair Treatment

Key Lessons for Industry Leaders

First, successful organizations focus on changing workplace systems rather 
than changing women.

Second, leadership accountability matters. The most successful programs 
involve executive ownership, measurable goals, and regular reporting.

Third, mentoring and sponsorship are essential but insufficient on their own. 
They are most effective when combined with broader organizational reforms.

Fourth, flexibility is increasingly becoming a competitive advantage. 
Organizations that modernize work practices are more likely to retain talented 
employees of all genders.

Finally, retention requires sustained commitment. None of the successful 
examples achieved results through short-term initiatives or isolated 
programs.



The construction industry has made significant progress in understanding why women leave, 
but much work remains to be done. Research indicates that retention is influenced by 
workplace culture, inflexible work practices, limited advancement 
opportunities, inadequate workplace facilities and safety provisions, and 
perceptions of unfair treatment. Organizations that address these issues systematically 
are beginning to demonstrate measurable improvements in retaining women and advancing 
them into leadership roles. The challenge for the next decade is not to discover new barriers. 
It is focusing upon and scaling proven solutions.
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Table 1. Hostile/exclusionary culture (harassment, bullying, discrimination)

Appendix A: Evidence Mapping

Evidence source Geography / sample
Key contribution to “why 
women leave”

Watts (2007) 
UK; qualitative, 
professional roles

“Laddish” site culture, sexualized 
environment, pressure to remain 
silent to be accepted

IWPR Tradeswomen’s 
Retention & 
Advancement Survey 
(2021) 

U.S.; 2,635 
tradeswomen/non-
binary

Documents prevalence of 
discrimination/harassment and 
links to retention barriers

A Future Worth 
Building (Need et al., 
2021) 

U.S.; analysis of IWPR 
survey

Synthesizes what drives 
tradeswomen out and what helps 
them stay

Curtis et al. (2022) U.S.; qualitative

Hostile/unsupportive 
environments contribute to 
psychosocial distress and injury 
risk

Green Dot evaluation 
(Kelly et al., 2015) 

U.S.; apprenticeship 
context

Apprentices report 
harassment/discrimination; 
supports need for prevention 
interventions

Wilkinson (2018) 
apprenticeship program 
evaluation 

U.S.; evaluation
Reports harassment patterns 
and differential experiences 
among apprentices

Wilkinson (2017) 
evaluation of retention 
services 

U.S.; evaluation
Identifies harassment and lack of 
networks/mentoring as retention 
barriers

Tummalapudi (2023) U.S.; interviews

Tradeswomen name male-
dominant culture, harassment, 
discrimination, pay imbalance as 
exit drivers

NCCER Women’s 
Experiences & 
Advancement (2025) 

U.S.; survey n=775 
women

Workplace culture and 
leadership behaviors linked to 
women’s intent to stay/advance



Table 2. Work–life conflict (hours, travel, unpredictability, low flexibility)

Evidence source Geography / sample Key contribution

Watts (2007) “Allowed 

into a man’s world” 
UK; qualitative

Presenteeism/infinite availability 

norms shape women’s work–life 

balance and identity in 

construction

Sang, Dainty & Ison 

(2007) 

UK; occupational stress 

lens

Highlights long hours, job 

insecurity and poor WLB as 

baseline risks; notes 

discrimination evidence for 

women

IWPR report (2021) 
U.S.; survey-based 

report

Parenthood and scheduling 

realities as central retention 

challenges

SkillPlan/WorkBC

(2017) retention & 

advancement report 

Canada (BC); mixed-

method

Identifies systemic/structural 

supports needed to improve 

retention (includes WLB 

supports)

Kalhoro et al. (2025) 
Construction 

workforce; empirical

Work-family conflict and related 

constructs linked to turnover 

intention

Li et al. (2025) meta-

analysis on WFC →

turnover intention 

Multi-industry; meta-

analysis

Quantifies robust association 

between WFC and turnover 

intention (relevant mechanism 

for construction)

Wen et al. (2023) Multi-industry

Supports WFC → turnover 

intention pathway; highlights 

burnout, satisfaction, stress 

mediators



Table 3. Stalled advancement (glass ceiling, mentorship/sponsorship, networks)

Evidence source Geography / sample Key contribution

Dainty, Neale & 
Bagilhole (1999) 

UK; matched 
interviews

Women’s career expectations 
“unfulfilled” in large construction 
companies

Kolade (2013) 
Construction orgs; 
survey

Empirical evidence of “glass 
ceiling” impacts on women’s 
advancement

Glass ceiling barriers 
assessment (2023) 

Nigeria; professional 
women

Documents perceived glass 
ceiling barriers in construction 
organizations

Amponsah-Asante et al. 
(2025) 

Ghana; empirical
Stereotypes, policy exclusion, 
inadequate mentoring affect 
progression and retention

NCCER (2025) U.S.; survey
Mentorship/leadership 
development/career progression 
highlighted as major needs

Ambition Theory 
“Building Better” (2023) 

Industry research
Lack of exposure to advancement 
decision-makers and stretch 
work constrains progression



Table 4. Worksite design & safety not built for women (PPE, facilities, health realities)

Evidence source Geography / sample Key contribution

Onyebeke et al. (2016) 
PPE fit study 

U.S.; qualitative pilot
Female construction workers 
report inadequate access to 
properly fitting PPE

Curtis et al. (2022) U.S.; qualitative
Links hostile environment + 
psychosocial hazards to injury 
risk and distress

NYCOSH (2013) “Risks 
Facing Women in 
Construction” 

U.S.; report
Documents sanitation/facilities 
issues, pregnancy considerations, 
and jobsite hazards

WA State Labor Council 
sanitation briefing 
(2024) 

U.S.; policy brief
Frames menstruation/lactation-
related barriers and correctable 
site hazards

Venugopal et al. (2016) 
sanitation facilities & 
health 

India; occupational 
health

Shows women workers’ health 
risks from inadequate sanitation 
(mechanism relevant to 
construction contexts)

Kim Center (2022) 
resource 

U.S.; legal/OSH 
framing

Connects inadequate sanitary 
facilities to inequitable 
safety/health protection



Table 5. Fairness / payoff problems (pay inequity, insecurity, low recognition)

Evidence source Geography / sample Key contribution

Sang, Dainty & Ison 
(2007) 

UK; occupational stress
Notes job insecurity/temporary 
teams + discrimination as 
compounding retention risks

Tummalapudi (2023) U.S.; interviews
Mentions pay imbalances and 
weak employer attention as 
reasons to leave

IWPR survey and report 
(2021) 

U.S.; large survey

Shows pay alone doesn’t retain 
women if 
discrimination/harassment 
persist

IWPR “needs to tackle 
discrimination & 
harassment to retain 
women” (2021) 

U.S.; summary
Reinforces link between 
inequitable treatment and 
retention

NCCER (2025) U.S.; survey
Leadership quality and unclear 
advancement pathways tied to 
leaving
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