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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
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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). A work 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

QOur 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 conflict 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 reflect 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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