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The “gender-based approach” to support 
prevention. The French example

Since 2008 the network of the French National Agency for Improved Working 
Conditions (Anact) has been developing a model for analysing health and career 
inequalities between men and women. This model inspired the adoption in 
August 2014 of the “Act on real equality between men and women”. Companies 
with over 50 employees must now produce gender-based occupational health 
and safety indicators and take into account the gender-differentiated impact of 
exposure to risks during risk assessments.

Upper body 
musculoskeletal disorders 
(MSDs) affect more than 
one in two women from the 
age of 50 up to retirement.
Image: © Belga
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1. The French Agence 
nationale pour 
l’amélioration des conditions 
de travail (National Agency 
for Improved Working 
Conditions) is a joint public 
institution, answering to the 
Ministry of Labour, which 
has the task of promoting 
innovative approaches to 
improve working conditions. 
It manages the network 
of Aracts or joint regional 
associations, which are 
spread throughout the 
country.
2. Messing K. (1998) One-
eyed science: occupational 
health and women workers, 
Temple University Press.

was trying to understand why the female 
workers were suffering more musculoskele-
tal problems and were therefore more absent 
than the men. 

The working conditions adviser, who 
was also an ergonomist, pointed out that, 
even though they worked in the same place, 
the male and female workers were not doing 
the same thing. The women had access to four 
different types of job, and the men to nine. 
He also showed that the activities to which 
women were assigned, particularly finishing 
support where they were over-represented, 
were particularly demanding: repeatedly car-
rying small loads totalling up to 11 tonnes per 
day; fast-paced repetitive movements that in-
volved grasping very "weighty" tomes. 

All the stakeholders in the company 
were astonished that the women’s jobs had be-
come tougher than the men’s, which, following 
automation, now mainly involved monitoring 
the machinery from their operator positions. 
However, the diagnosis was further refined 
by taking a demographic approach to the staff 
data, which showed differing career develop-
ment for men and women who had started in 
the same finishing support job. 

After three years, the men would move 
on from this beginner’s job in the company 
to other opportunities within or outside the 
company. Some were also dismissed because 
they could not stand the pace or were not 
performing well in this woman’s job, where-
as the women remained in the same job until 
retirement or dismissal due to no longer be-
ing fit for work. The book cutting work, which 
allowed for quicker career development, was 
reserved for men because it was extremely 
difficult. 

Lastly, the adviser showed that the sys-
tem of rest breaks and their financial compen-
sation for the two sexes were unfavourable to 
women: the women had to stop for unpaid 
rest breaks, whereas the men had negotiated 
a bonus when the automated machinery was 
installed that could not be stopped! When the 
results were passed on to the committee on 
hygiene, safety and working conditions, the 
women cried to discover these injustices.

Fortunately, the company did not stop 
at this diagnosis and took action, which is 
rare because many companies go no further 
than the findings, leaving a feeling of power-
lessness. Firstly, the printing works realised 
that it could not manage the difficult work-
ing conditions simply through the lever of 
recruitment. It worked upstream with the 
book suppliers to limit the strain on the up-
per limbs and the carrying of loads, and rede-
signed the workstations. It also looked again 
at the issue of women’s career paths: by rec-
ognising their skills in finishing support and 
their responsibility for the smooth operation 
of the production line, it allowed women to 
move on to operating assistant or machine 
operator jobs.

Following this experiment in this Nor-
mandy printing works, the Anact-Aract net-
work has helped 24 other companies where 
advisers have put on their "gender glasses". 
These actions have allowed a model for ana-
lysing occupational health inequalities be-
tween men and women to be gradually devel-
oped. This model has since been used to also 
analyse career and pay differences, with the 
goal of gender equality in the workplace. 

Up to 2008, the Anact-Aract network1 used to 
be asked by companies to look at the gender 
mix of occupations, in a context marked by 
a shortage of labour. The question asked by 
metallurgy, building and motorway operation 
companies was: "What working conditions do 
we need to provide so that women can inte-
grate into male occupations?" 

In 2009, with the economic crisis hav-
ing drastically reduced this type of request, 
the Anact, encouraged by the Women’s Rights 
and Equality Department (Service du droit 
des femmes et pour l’égalité), decided to in-
clude the "gender-based approach" in its 
methods for improving working conditions. 
The basic assumption was that the preven-
tion of certain occupational health problems 
could be improved by better understanding 
gender issues. 

When, in 2009, we looked for gen-
der-differentiated occupational health and 
safety data and research results on the issue 
of "gender and working conditions", we dis-
covered the gaps in this area. We therefore 
had the same view as Karen Messing in Que-
bec, which formed the title of her 1998 book: 
OneEyed Science: Occupational Health and 
Women Workers2 (read her portrait on p. 18). 
It was true to say that even the epidemiologi-
cal analyses based on an "all else being equal" 
approach were not necessarily relevant for 
understanding the differences, in terms of 
occupational health, between men and wom-
en. We noted that, in companies, men and 
women were in "all else being unequal" work 
situations, as they were not in the same oc-
cupations, did not work under the same con-
ditions, did not follow the same career paths 
and did not enjoy the same work-life balance 
conditions. 

A printing works shows the way 

The involvement of the Lower Normandy 
Aract in a printing works formed the starting 
point of the model for understanding health 
inequalities between men and women3. De-
spite investing in its machinery, the company 

3. For more information: 
Chappert F., Messing K., 
Peltier E., Riel J. (2014) 
Conditions de travail et 
parcours dans l’entreprise: 
vers une transformation 
qui intègre l’ergonomie 
et le genre?, Revue 
multidisciplinaire sur 
l’emploi, le syndicalisme 
et le travail, 9 (2) (www.
remest.ca); and the 
e-learning on this project 
at www.cestp.aract.fr/-E-
learning
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This model involves four areas of analysis: 
1.  Work organisation and gender mix: men 

and women do not pursue the same occupa-
tions and do not have the same jobs; 

2.  Work: men and women are exposed to dif-
ferent risk and difficulty factors, which to 
a degree become apparent through differ-
ing health effects, especially in jobs where 
women predominate; 

3.  Career paths: men and women do not have 
the same career paths; 

4.  Time: men and women are not subject to the 
same working time constraints and do not 
pursue the same activities "outside of work". 

All these elements help to explain the differ-
ing effects of work on the health of men and 
women (see Figure 1).

Women are suffering more  
and more accidents 

Since 2012 Anact has published a gender-dif-
ferentiated statistical analysis using data on 
recognised occupational accidents and oc-
cupational diseases supplied by the French 
health insurance fund for employees, the 
Caisse nationale d’assurance maladie des 
travailleurs salariés (CNAMTS). The most 
recent statistical snapshot4 reveals that, al-
though women suffered twice as few acci-
dents as men in 2013, the drop over 12 years 
in the number of recognised occupational ac-
cidents involving sick leave (reduction of 16% 
between 2001 and 2013) masks differences 
between the sexes, namely a fall of 27% for 
men in all sectors of activity, compared to an 
increase of 20% for women, particularly in 
those sectors where women predominate (see 
Figure 2).

We believe that, over these 12 years, 
women entered the labour market in France 
in growth sectors, but in jobs that exposed 
them to inadequately assessed and recog-
nised risk factors and in a context where pre-
vention policies do not seem to be effective 
enough for the activities carried out by wom-
en. Furthermore, again during these 12 years, 
the number of occupational diseases reported 
and recognised (with 80% being musculoskel-
etal problems) increased for women (+160%) 
at nearly twice the rate for men (+79%). In 
2013, as many occupational diseases were 
recognised for women as for men.

Work carried out in companies and 
studies into absenteeism (illness and accident, 

4. Chappert F. and Therry 
P. (2015) Photographie 
statistique des accidents de 
travail, trajet et maladies 
professionnelles selon 
le sexe entre 2001 et 
2013. http://www.anact.
fr/portal/pls/portal/
docs/1/17326384.PDF
5. “Les absences au travail 
des salariés pour raisons 
de santé: un rôle important 
des conditions de travail”, 
Dares Analyse, No 9, 
February 2013. See www.
fonction-publique.gouv.fr/
files/files/publications/
hors_collections/Absences-
raisons-de-sante-2013.pdf

6. We can mention, for 
example, the “equality 
clusters” assisted by 
the Brittany Aract. See 
http://bretagne.aract.
fr/DETAIL/SWAM_5_
PORTAIL/VIDEO?p_
thingIdToShow=38355643

Figure 1 Anact-Aract Gender Model: 4 areas of analysis

Gender-differentiated division  
of work
Men and women are more often than not 
assigned to different jobs or activities

M/F Differences
Health
(industrial accidents, 
occupational 
diseases, absences)

M/F Differences
Career
(training, promotion, 
etc.)

Invisibility of working conditions
There is a lack of visibility in terms of 
women’s exposure to risks and difficult 
working conditions, which is more 
marked than for men

Different 
working 
conditions 
for men and 
women

Different 
impacts

Career management
Men and women do not have the same 
career development opportunities

Organisation of time
Men and women do not have the same 
working time or hours or the same 
activities outside of work

excluding paternity and maternity leave) show 
that, in France, women have 30% more ab-
sences than men according to the Directorate 
for Research, Studies and Statistics (Direction 
de l’animation de la recherche, des études et 
des statistiques)5. Work carried out in compa-
nies by the Anact-Aract network indicates that 
the role of working conditions is fundamental, 
even if part of this difference of four days per 
year on average is due to sick leave taken prior 
to maternity leave. 

As part of our work in companies, we 
have shown that there is no correlation be-
tween the level of absence and the number 
of children, even if the "separated, divorced, 
widowed" situation is associated with more 
absences for women than for men. Our expe-
rience in companies has, however, shown that 
it is still risky in France to reveal gender-dif-
ferentiated occupational health data that are 
unfavourable to women because this can re-
inforce the prejudices and stereotypes that 
are deeply rooted in this country ("women are 
more fragile and cannot withstand pressure 
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Health inequalities 
at La Poste
As part of a long-term action, the Anact-Aract 
network has sought to understand why female 
postal workers are absent 30% more than 
male postal workers (50% more for those on 
fixed-term contracts), even though the postal 
service has the same number of male and 
female workers who do the same jobs and are 
paid the same. The physical demands of postal 
work are exactly the same for men and women, 
or actually perhaps more demanding for women 
given that, due to the seniority rule, female 
postal workers are over-represented in sectors 
where there are more parcels to be carried. 
Given their physical makeup (less muscle 
strength etc.) and their lower level of physical 
fitness, female postal workers have to make a 
much greater physical effort than male postal 
workers. Furthermore, the equipment, such as 
mail sorting racks, or the modes of transport, 
such as bicycles, are unsuited to women’s sizes 
and are therefore a source of musculoskeletal 
problems and more frequent unfitness for work 
among women. 

as well") and lead to women being discrimi-
nated against by being dismissed or no longer 
recruited. 

A new Act 

The statistical data obtained and experi-
ments conducted in a number of companies6 
have lent weight to the approach adopted by 
the Anact-Aract network and encouraged leg-
islative developments.

The Act on real equality between men 
and women adopted in France on 4 Au-
gust 2014 makes two changes to the regula-
tions. Firstly, in terms of gender equality in 
the workplace, companies with more than 
50 employees are now required to produce 
"gender-based occupational health and safety 
indicators similar to career or pay indicators".

Secondly, in terms of risk prevention, 
it is now stated that "risk assessments shall 
take into account the gender-differentiat-
ed impact of exposure to risks". It would be 
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wrong to read the latter article too quickly, 
which is essentialist in nature, as this could 
lead to the conclusion that women should be 
excluded from certain tasks, positions and 
occupations due to their specific characteris-
tics, which would be discriminatory. 

In France, the only legislative provi-
sions that can now lay down restrictions 
with regard to women’s health and safety are 
those intended to protect pregnancy and ma-
ternity. This provision on taking into account 
the gender-differentiated impact of expo-
sure to risks during risk assessments stems 
from the different conditions of exposure to 
risks for men and women. This is because, 
even in one company, men and women do 
not have the same occupations, career paths 
and activities outside of work, and the same 
work does not necessarily have the same im-
pact on the health of men and women. The 
new legislative provision in France therefore 
reinforces and supplements the existing le-
gal framework with a view to improving the 
single risk assessment document, which is 

mandatory in companies, and to adapting 
prevention actions and making them more 
effective. 

The aim of these new provisions is to 
adapt systems of work and prevention poli-
cies, by taking account of the different con-
ditions of exposure for men and women. 
However, for those working for equality, in-
troducing the health issue runs the risk of 
women being disadvantaged and discrim-
inated against in the labour market. Taking 
the gender issue into account can be an op-
portunity to improve ergonomics and ease 
difficult working conditions or improve work 
organisation and prevention. The questions 
raised by taking gender into account in occu-
pational health and safety are complex and 
even taboo in certain respects, in an appar-
ent context of neutrality and egalitarianism 
in France. However, occupational health and 
safety policies can galvanise the use of "these 
gender glasses" so that progress is made in 
health prevention and promotion for every-
one, regardless of gender.•

Taking the gender issue into account can be  
an opportunity to improve work organisation 
and prevention.

-16,1%

-27,1%

+19,6%

Figure 2 Change in the number of industrial accidents in France 2001-2013

Source: ANACT figure and calculations based on CNAMTS statistical data
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