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1. The universal is masculine

To consider that occupational health researches and interventions concern all those whose health is at risk
due to the conditions in which they develop their work activity.

- Without discrimination - by gender;
- The Women: “Men like any others”.

A current posture in the environments where questions of working conditions were raised in the 70s and 
80s (the Framework Directive) 
- an historical return: even in the most innovative projects, the gender dimension has always been 

considered superfluous;
- … and even if the 'workers' involved in some of these projects were actually women (Teiger, 2006),

conclusions generalized under the male mode: 'the universal is male' (Bourdieu, 1990).



2. The invisibility of work risks among women

And … the importance of stereotypes

The woman at work 
See the collection of posters, produced in the context of prevention actions, developed at European level 
(Menéndez-Navarro, 2015: exhibition L'Art de la santé et sécurité en Europe, ETUI).

- Few women (the only one, for the post-World War II period: hotel worker _"good deed and good 
posture"); 

- The other posters: pictures of women, in the period after the end of the 1960s, in their role as wives-
family mothers-housewives, encouraging their male-workers-husbands-fathers to wear personal 
protective equipment.

“This strengthens the representation of the man as the one who provides income and ensures the well-
being of his family and his subsistence”.



Back protection

Posters from Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, Italy

Source: International Institute of Social History 

(Amsterdam)



Worker and family

Posters from Austria, Germany, The Netherlands

Source: International Institute of Social History 

(Amsterdam)



Our health is not for sale

European Trade Union 

Confederation (ETUC), 1981

However...



3. Training actions on health and safety at work for whom?

In general, women have more difficulty than men in accessing continuing professional training (Ollagnier, 
2008; Vendramin et al., 2012)
- also true when continuing training actions concern prevention issues in occupational health and safety 

(Baril-Gingras et al., 2007), even if too few men benefit from them anyway.

France (Coutrot, 2008):
- about one in three employees (31%) have received information or training on occupational health risks;
- and "being a man increases by 46%, all other things being equal, the probability of having received 

training or information on occupational risks in the last twelve months". 

The causes of these inequalities in access to training often lie in the reorganisation of professional and 
personal times (women often guarantee the optimisation of a balance between work and family life) 
- Training actions involving time overruns or geographical displacements very easily raise a set of 

difficulties.



4. The access to employment

Where are the male and female workers in the production process?

In general, in Europe:

- The activity rate of women and men is similar, but for women it is more sensitive than for men the 
existence of young children, which reduces it very strongly. 

- Women work on part-time jobs much more often than men 

- Low-skilled jobs are on average almost twice as more frequent among women 

- The proportion of women in "executive or higher intellectual profession" is significantly lower than that 
of men. 

- Wage disparities are still flagrant.

- …

- Agnès Parent-Thirion (2017): 
- 20% of the workforce is mixed (men working with women and vice versa);
- 80% of work situations where women work with women and men work with men.



4. The access to employment

Portugal: the return to work of workers who have suffered a work-related accident (Cunha, Pereira, Santos 
& Lacomblez, 2018)
- Different jobs and different occupational risks:

- Activities for men where they are often 
expected to demonstrate their courage, 
strength and tenacity in the face of the 
dangers of the job;
- For women, 'light' activities.



5. The gendered division of labour activities

Even in cases where men and women hold the same function in the same company 
there is often a division  (sometimes informal) of labour 

- each one, men and women, carries out a different activity, under different conditions;
- … and are exposed to distinct risks (Messing, e.g, 1998).

- Several recent studies
- Example: the one of Liliana Cunha

- a first 'non-gendered' research in the urban passenger transport sector in Portugal
- a second study more attentive to the activity of female bus drivers (Cunha, Santos & Barros-

Duarte, 2014)
➔ The schedules
➔ Non-core/peripheral activities



An example of a typical female schedule…



An example of a typical male schedule…



5. The gendered division of labour activities

About the “peripheral” tasks…

- Among other things: cleaning the buses at the end of the working day 
- trivialized by drivers in previous interviews 
- cause of dissatisfaction for female drivers (e.g.: perceived as a constraint in the management of 

family organization)

- fundamental to understand the controversial evolution of the prescription of the profession - for all, men 
and women. 

➔ the link between what is revealed by the difficulties experienced by women in the exercise of their 
activity and the improvements that could be envisaged in terms of the organization and working 
conditions of all workers, women and men.



5. The gendered division of labour activities

Cf. Vogel (2011): gender equality issues that reveal dysfunctions in the devices for the recognition of 
occupational diseases

A research-intervention developed in Portugal, Regional Public Health Centre of Lisbon and Vale do Tejo on 
the under-reporting of occupational diseases (Castro, Moreira & Santos, 2004):

- In 2003, 375 reports of occupational diseases were examined at the Regional Centre for Public Health in 
Lisbon and Vale do Tejo, in order to make hypotheses:

- An analytical work that mobilized its authors but also their interlocutors; 
- In 2004, the number of recognised occupational diseases increased significantly;
- More specifically, for women, muscular and bone disorders, which rose from 129 cases recorded in 

2003 to 889 in 2004.



6.  About the knowledge of risk taking for men - and for women

Men have a better recognition of their work risks than women

still, there are disadvantages:
- a trivialization of the fact that men are up to 24 times more likely than women to die at work as a result 

of a traumatic event;
- the absence of campaigns addressed to men to prevent the use of their sex as a pretext for immediately 

attributing them to dangerous situations.

"Stereotypes about men's physical strength and invulnerability seem to trivialize the male excess of work 
accidents as a gendered phenomenon" (Messing, Lippel, Stock & Tissot, 2011).



6.  About the knowledge of risk taking for men - and for women

The risks of cancer

Difficulties in a (self-) risk assessment 
- including: establishing a relationship between cancer and work situations. 

To this can contribute:
- a professional life with multiple jobs;
- exposure to various toxic products that may have accumulated their effects;
- the conviction that the protective equipment has been effective;
- the certainty that the exposure limit values for certain products have been respected.



6.  About the knowledge of risk taking for men - and for women

Are women less exposed to cancer risks in their work situations?

In the case of women, the devaluation may be associated with the following shortcomings: 

- a lack of knowledge of reality;

- an undervaluation of the real working conditions, particularly in direct contact with chemicals or with 
harmful effects on health, which characterize certain activities frequently carried out by women:

- the job of hairdresser (Penidis & Vogel, 2017);

- Household/cleaning tasks, where serious skin problems can occur; 

- the existence of legislation limited to certain aspects:

- the case of risks to reproduction which are only related with pregnant workers or considered only in 
the chemical industry. 



7. Gender in interventions and scientific production

Gendered indicators as a precondition for action

The core questioning

Investigate where the men and women workers are located within the production process: 

- What they do, what workplaces and concrete activities are performed by each other ?

- What levels of qualification are provided to them, what skills are expected?

- What constraints does the organisation of working time impose on the balance between work and family 
life?

- What career paths are achieved or prevented?

- What health evolutions are specific to them or shared? 



7. Gender in interventions and scientific production

In France: Agence Nationale pour l’Amélioration des Conditions de Travail (Chappert, 2013)

The work carried out concerning the training/awareness of prevention workers in this area:

- To better understand collecting and analysing gender indicators as a preparatory phase

To provide essential data:
- The distribution of occupations, jobs and their conditions;
- The activities actually carried out;
- The way in which working hours are adjusted;
- Training and promotion opportunities;
- Indicators relating to the arduousness of work;
- The distribution and evolution of accidents and occupational diseases. 

- These data help to establish a parallel between the situation of women and men in the company and to 
diagnose more precisely the reasons justifying a more in-depth study and intervention.

But: many companies are unable to provide this gendered data - and little relayed by occupational 
health professionals 



7. Gender in interventions and scientific production

The integration of the gender dimension in studies and research

Recent studies:

- Take into account the gender dimension when defining the methodology and sample OR integrating the 
gender dimension only occurs at the time of analysis of the data collected;

- The importance of a precise and diachronic identification of the situation of women and men in the 
company;

- The lack of participation of part-time workers in studies:

- the exclusion of a significant part of the employee population in the data analysis;

- risk of hiding health problems associated with this type of employment.



7. Gender in interventions and scientific production

The complexity of "gender relations" (intersectionality/consubstantiality) that are built in the workplace 
(Kergoat, 2009)

- The profound interdependence of the different factors of social inequality: gender, social category, racial 
origin, age, etc. 

- Statistical analyses of data from EWCS on life paths, family, working time quality and well-being 
reveal certain profiles of people who combine either all the favourable or all the unfavourable 
factors (Parent-Thirion, 2017).

- Note that women in low-skilled jobs have more difficulty than their male colleagues in finding jobs that 
allow them to benefit from promotions or career progression.

➔ Extends long exposures to certain risk factors;

➔ Justifies complementary studies, more focused on the particularity of professional paths. 
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