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Career development theories provide a lens for interrogating how women’s aspirations, opportunities, and constraints are socially constructed rather than individually determined. Theoretically informed interventions inform building women’s skills or confidence and addressing structural barriers and exclusionary practices found in workplaces. To illustrate, Australia’s construction sector continues to grapple with chronic workforce shortages, yet it simultaneously sidelines half the population from meaningful participation. Women remain dramatically under‑represented across trades, technical roles, and leadership, despite decades of “talk” about workforce inclusion. The contradiction of labour scarcity alongside persistent gender exclusion signals not only a pipeline problem but also structural and cultural issues. This presentation will interrogate the evidence base on women’s participation in construction, illustrating the structural challenges that shape occupational choice, workplace experience, and career progression. By situating Australian findings within international contexts, the study highlights persistent barriers, enablers, and recommendations for supporting women’s careers in the construction industry.
Methodology
A scoping review methodology was used to synthesise academic and grey literature, including published research articles, government, and industry reports. Australian sources were prioritised, with international literature incorporated to contextualise findings and highlight global patterns of gendered occupational segregation. Data were thematically analysed to identify recurring barriers, enabling conditions, and the proposed interventions.
Results
The literature revealed a sector that continues to reproduce gender inequality through cultural, structural, and institutional mechanisms. Gendered stereotypes about physicality and technical competence remain pervasive, shaping recruitment, training access, and workplace interactions. Traditional workplace cultures—characterised by harassment, exclusion, and resistance to flexibility—undermine women’s retention and advancement. Structural barriers such as stereotypes, workplace conditions, and structural limitations to career progression further entrench inequality. 
Enablers identified in the literature are most effective when they challenge, rather than accommodate, existing norms. These included targeted education that disrupt gendered assumptions, visible female leadership that counters occupational stereotypes, and mentoring structures that provide social and professional capital. Partnerships between industry, education providers, and community organisations can broaden women’s access to training and employment, but only when accompanied by genuine organisational commitment to cultural change.
Recommendations
The evidence supports a multilevel strategy that confronts the industry’s structural and cultural barriers in four domains:
1. Reframing construction careers through sustained public messaging that challenges gendered occupational norms.

2. Upskilling and supporting women via accessible, secure training pathways and meaningful site‑based experience.
3. Transforming workplace culture by addressing harassment, improving amenities, embedding inclusive leadership, and redesigning career pathways.
4. Reforming organisational policies to ensure equitable recruitment, flexible work, transparent progression, and accountability for diversity outcomes.
Conclusions
Career development theory reveals how women’s choices are shaped and constrained by systemic forces rather than individual deficits. The construction sector’s workforce shortages cannot be solved without confronting the gendered structures that limit women’s participation. A coordinated, multilevel transformation is required to dismantle entrenched norms, scaffold career pathways, and build workplace culture where women’s careers can thrive.
Key Words
Equity, Construction, Labour market, Women’s career development
Bibliographical References
Ardeshiri, A., Akshay, V., & Arthur, N. (2026). Attracting young women to construction 
careers: A preference study to inform workforce strategies. Construction Management and Economics. https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2026.2623256

Baker, M., Ali, M., Hassett, E., & Tumpa, R. J. (2025). Tapping the untapped resource to address construction skills shortages: Perceptions of Australian women career changers and construction women. Journal of Construction Engineering and Management, 151(4). https://doi.org/10.1061/JCEMD4.COENG-15382 
Tumpa, R. J., Ghanbaripour, A. N., Brotto, G., Amar, J. H. N., Zhang, W., Ghamarimajd, Z., Talebian, N., Sunindijo, R. Y., & Yousefian, P. (2025). Hard hats and glass ceilings: Women's experiences in the construction industry in developed Western nations. Journal of Construction Engineering and Management, 151(11). https://doi.org/10.1061/JCEMD4.COENG-16286 

