












which deny them the experience on major projects needed 
for promotion. 

Maternity leave 
In terms of unpaid maternity leave, our results suggest 
that most women in the industry enjoy the standard twelve 
months of leave. Those who do not enjoy this provision are 
the self-employed and those working part time, for whom 
the leave is pro-rated. However, in terms of paid maternity 
leave, the results were mixed. Of the respondents who 
answered the question about whether any portion of their 
maternity leave allowance was paid, 64.7 per cent indicated 
they were entitled to no paid maternity leave while 35.3 per 
cent indicated that they were entitled to some paid maternity 
leave. Our results suggest that some enlightened employers 
in construction are offering paid maternity leave to female 
employees, even though the duration of this entitlement falls 
short of standards in other OECD countries. Most women, 
however, do not enjoy paid maternity leave entitlements. 

A large minority of respondents (22.9%) of the women in 
the sample indicated that it was unlikely or very unlikely that 
they would take maternity leave while working with their 
present employer. Reasons for this are not clear. These 
women may have decided to forego childbirth or may be 
reliant upon partners with better parental leave provisions. 
This finding warrants further investigation because 
Australia's population is ageing and the birthrate is declining. 
Australia's fertility rate is at an all time low, with 1.73 births 
per women of childbearing age (Farouque, 2003). The 
social and economic consequences of this are likely to be 
dire. For example, it is reported that by 2020 Australia will 
face a labour shortage of 500 000 (Age, June 26, 2003). 
Furthermore, those industries likely to suffer the most are 
those that fail to accommodate employees' family needs. 

Comments made by some of the women in our sample 
suggest that an 'either/or' approach is taken to career and 
family. 

For example, one respondent commented 'I do expect to 
have a family one day, potentially in the next five years and 
thus don't find career advancement that big a priority in 
my life' .Another respondent foreshadowed the difficulties 
she expected to face in balancing work and family in the 
following comment: 'I am extremely worried that should 
I choose to have a child that my job will be in severe 
jeopardy'. 

Even though women are making these career and 
family choices 'freely', it is possible that subtle forms of 
discrimination are still at work (Gutek, 2001). 

Part-time work 
Many women often express a preference for part time work 
as a means of getting back into the paid workforce following 
the birth of a child (O'Connor, 2003). The ACTU report that 

sixty per cent of working mothers, as well as an increasing 
number of working fathers, want to work part time (8alogh 
& Morris, 2003). Our results suggest that part-time work 
options are available to the majority of women working in 
the construction industry, following the birth or adoption of 
a child. The poor response to the question for how long 
part-time work would be available could indicate that these 
arrangements have not been tested and the period would 
be open to negotiation. The proportion of women indicating 
that it was likely that they would use part-time work options 
during their employment with their present employer and 
the proportion of those who indicated that they were unlikely 
to do so were similar, indicating that women are divided in 
their preference for part-time work. 8ecker and Moen (1999) 
suggest that part time work is one way that dual earner 
couples cope with work and parenthood. However, it is 
usually women who cut back their hours following the birth 
of a child with men, typically increasing their work hours. 
Part time workers can be under-valued and marginalised 
(Lewis, 2001). Furthermore, part-time workers are often 
over-skilled for the jobs they perform and are trapped into 
low paying workplaces with poorer security and employment 
protection, fewer benefits and limited career opportunities 
(McColgan, 2000b). Adams (1995) distinguishes between 
retention part-time jobs and secondary part-time jobs. 
The former are offered by organisations wishing to retain 
talented employees in higher paying jobs, while the latter are 
filled by less skilled, easily replaced individuals. Women who 
adopt a simultaneous career and family focus or who wish 
to sequence career, family and career interests, can benefit 
from retention part-time jobs because they permit women to 
balance work and family without foregoing the opportunity 
for career advancement. However, as both Lewis (2001) and 
Adams (1995) state, the extent to which women can achieve 
this depends on the prevailing organisational culture. Male­
oriented work practices, which were established on the basis 
of the 'traditional' family structure, die hard in industries 
in which there is not a critical mass of female employees. 
In male-oriented work cultures, the availability and use of 
family friendly work options may result in resentment among 
co-workers who perceive their own workload to increase as 
a result. For example, men's traditional gender-role attitudes 
have been linked to resentment of the need to do extra work 
to cover for employees utilising family-friendly work options 
(Hegtvedt et aI., 2002). Achieving cultural acceptance of 
part-time workers, male or female, may not be easy in many 
construction organisations, where the norm of long work 
hours and full time work is entrenched. 

Almost half of the respondents in our sample (49.5%) 
indicated that they thought that taking maternity leave 
or utilising part-time work options would have a negative 
impact on their career. This may explain the large numbers 
of respondents who indicated it unlikely that they would 
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use such policies, even though they were available. 
This highlights a need to examine the social contexts in 
construction organisations, which may influence women's 
choices concerning utilising family-friendly policies. Blair­
Loy and Wharton (2002) report that an organisation and 
work-group characteristics are linked to policy utilisation. In 
the absence of a strong work-family culture, organisational 
members may create their own 'cultural norms' about 
family-friendly policy utilisation. Work-group members' 
conversations about policy utilisation are reported to impact 
upon the use of family friendly policies and shape group 
members' beliefs about what constitutes 'use and abuse' 
of such policies (Kirby & Krone, 2002). Awork team's 
attitudes towards the use of family-friendly policies are likely 
to depend upon the group's gender composition, racial 
diversity and the age and individual attitudes of members. 
Kirby and Krone (2002) report the pressure applied by work 
group members to be even greater than that of supervisors 
in determining policy utilisation. It is possible that in 
construction, some women may be reluctant to utilise family­
friendly policies because they do not want to 'let the team 
down'. In contexts such as these, the ACTU's vision of a 
'cultural shift' is likely to be particularly important. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Our results suggest that women are poorly represented 
in site-based roles in the Australian construction industry. 
Furthermore, women in site-based roles work longer hours 
and experience greater work-family confiict than women who 
work in other office environments. The provision of family­
friendly policies in construction appears to be patchy. Most 
women in our sample enjoyed fifty-two weeks of unpaid 
maternity leave, which is consistent with the 1974, Maternity 
Leave Test Case. However, the majority of respondents 
indicated that they had no entitlement to paid maternity 
leave. Australia performs poorly concerning paid maternity 
leave compared to most other OECD countries and our 
results refiect this. However, our results show that some 
construction organisations are offering limited paid maternity 
leave, presumably in an attempt to attract and retain female 
employees. The majority of women in our sample reported 
having access to part-time work options following the birth 
or adoption of a child. However, a large number of women 
in our sample indicated that it was unlikely that they would 
use either the maternity or part-time leave policies while 
working with their current employers. This may reflect the 
respondents' concerns that to take up such options would 
bring unacceptable career penalties. These concerns 
suggest that, although women are free to enter construction 
careers, subtle forms of discrimination may be at work. 
We conclude that offering family-friendly policies does 
not mean that they will be used because usage is also 
dependent on attitudinal and cultural characteristics and 
the social context of the workplace. Cultural change is 

unlikely to occur overnight. However, the outcomes of the 
ACTU test case are eagerly awaited. 
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