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Executive Summary 

The Ministry of Women’s Affairs commissioned this study as part of its plan to 
improve the economic independence of New Zealand women and to decrease 
gender segregation in the workforce, particularly in trades-related occupations. The 
research takes place at a time when policy makers from around the world are 
grappling with intensifying concerns about how policies and practices can best 
support young people’s career development alongside their nation’s economic and 
social well-being (Vaughan & Roberts, 2007, p. 92).  
 
This study aimed to examine the interconnections between gender, gendered ideas, 
and careers decision making, with a particular focus on how and why young people 
navigate or avoid trades-related pathways. Our guiding questions were: 

1. Do males and females experience the process of career decision making 
differently and/or inequitably?  

2. If there are differences and/or inequities, where is the problem primarily 
located? 

3. What policy – and other – levers could lead to a better gender balance in the 
trades, and/or an increase in women’s economic independence? 

 
Since recent literature shows that career decision making is now a lifelong journey 
(not a point-in-time) and career identity is an ever-evolving social process (not a final 
destination), we sought to answer these questions via focus groups and interviews 
with young people who ranged in age from junior secondary students to fully 
qualified employees. We spoke to 86 young women and men who were: in trades-
related pathways and/or enrolled in subjects/courses/apprenticeships/occupations 
dominated by one sex (this could be their own sex or the other). Once our initial 
analysis was complete, we organised workshops designed to allow participants to 
give us feedback on this analysis.  
 
Our findings disrupt the New Zealand ‘pathways’ framework’s apparent promise of 
equal opportunities, limitless possibilities, and individual choices. We found that 
gender stereotypes and dominant hetero-normative discourse continue to have 
a major influence on young people as they imagine and try out possible selves. 
Interviewees’ narratives reveal how narrow thinking about – and production of – 
gender in three contexts (family, friends, and society; schooling; and the trades and 
trade training process) make some career paths and identities more – or less – 
accessible to young women. At the same time, the narratives of some of the young 
tradeswomen we interviewed disrupted – transcended even – gender-normative 
discourses to varying degrees.  
 
It is not possible to provide an exact ‘recipe’ of factors that result in particular career 
decisions or gendered perceptions of occupations; but some of the factors that 
appear to open up nontraditional trades-related pathway options for some young 
women, include: 

• families that consciously disrupt gender norming (and/or other socially prescribed 
notions of status and success) and that are interested/active in trades-related 
areas 
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• media and careers information that realistically presents (credible) 
individuals/characters in (realistic) nontraditional careers, in addition to further 
support for young people’s capacity to make sense of (and perhaps critique) 
media/information messages 

• schooling that minimises an academic/vocational divide, and provides active 
support for girls to explore trades-related learning experiences (in ways that do 
not close off other options) 

• trades training and work that legitimates women’s place in the field; challenges 
its conflation with dominant/hegemonic constructions of masculinity; and resists 
discrimination and double standards. 

 
Our interviewees put forward a wide range of suggestions that could reduce gender 
segregation patterns in trades-related occupations, many of which we agree could 
possibly address some of the individual factors that appear to constrain young 
women’s choice trajectories. We suggest that some of the shortcomings could also 
be addressed via two ‘traditional’ strategies: 

• improving the distribution, access, quality, and accuracy of information about the 
trades by marketing them to nontraditional audiences (females in particular) 

• the creation of female-centred environments and approaches to (early) trades 
training. 

 
However, in synthesising the interview evidence with current thinking about 
education and careers in the 21st century, we argue that a more strategic approach 
might be to attend to the ‘bigger picture’ context in which these inter-related factors 
occur and are experienced, that is: 

• acknowledging how ‘knowledge society’ developments and various ‘new’ ideas 
about career make many past approaches less useful 

• rethinking trades-related occupations in the new context in ways that allow 
gender to be less of a constraint on young people’s decision making.  

 
Theoretical and practical work that focuses on the knowledge society, a ‘new work 
order’, and New Zealand’s ‘culture of innovation’ signal that forging a career is 
becoming much more complex than it was in the past; employability and workforce 
development issues are superseding previous concerns about training/workforce 
participation; ‘old’ categories of skills and occupations are transforming into 
something more fluid and uncertain; and the shape of trades-related occupations 
may soon change along with the ways that women and men think about such 
occupations.  
 
We suggest that rather than developing policies designed to ‘clean up’ the past, the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs (and other agencies) could develop approaches that 
focus on crafting a transformed future. This could build on and strengthen policy 
work and other interventions currently being developed or reworked, as well as 
acting as a ‘bridge’ between past-oriented and future-oriented approaches.  
 



 vii  

Specifically, we recommend maximising policy levers to:  
 
• work with changes to skill sets needed in – and definitions of – trades by 

feeding into programmes that can meet current ‘skills shortages’ and future 
‘dispositions’ needs, and provide bridges between the two (including treating the 
following kinds of ‘soft skills’ as integral to successful trades-related careers: 
financial; IT; customer service; people and relationship skills; problem solving 
and innovation; creativity; design; complex project management; and the ability 
to adapt to constant (and significant) change in methods, markets, and the 
overall operating environment) 

 
• support initiatives across and within other agencies that assist young women 

and men in career decision making and meaning making (such as Secondary-
Tertiary Alignment Resource, Gateway, Schools Plus, Creating Pathways and 
Building Lives, and Better Tertiary and Trade Training Decision Making). 
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1. Introduction 

As part of its plan to improve the economic independence of New Zealand women,1 the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs is undertaking work on gender segregation in employment, 
with a particular focus on women’s representation in trade-related occupations. NZCER 
was commissioned by the Ministry to undertake research designed to look at the 
interconnections between gender and gendered ideas and young people’s career 
decisions. This report describes the main findings of this research. Its purpose is to 
inform the Ministry of Women’s Affairs’ policy work in this area.  
 
Existing research shows clearly that women are under-represented in trades-related 
occupations, and in particular, that they are under-represented in trades with high 
wage-earning opportunities. Why are women under-represented in these areas? Are 
the male-dominated occupations unsuitable for women, or do people in general just 
think they are? Are women actively prevented from entering them, or do they choose 
not to enter them? If they choose not to enter them, what are their reasons? Are they 
not interested? Do they not have the entry qualifications?  
 
Because women’s under-representation in these areas reduces the earning capacity 
and the opportunities for greater economic independence of women as a group, the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs is interested in investigating the influences on young 
people’s career decision making, and to use this information to develop policies 
designed to address this imbalance. Past interventions – including advertising 
campaigns designed to address entrenched occupational stereotypes and provide 
alternative visions and female role models in traditionally male areas – have been only 
partially successful. Information provision on its own is, it seems, not enough. Policy 
initiatives designed to enable women to consider a wide range of options in their career 
decision making need to be framed by a deep understanding of the context(s) in which 
information is interpreted and used.  
 
It is for this reason that the research described in this report was designed to 
investigate the ‘how’ and ‘why’ (not the ‘what’) of young people’s decision making in 
and around gender-segregated occupations. It looks at how ideas circulating in three 
contexts – family, friends, and society; schooling; and the trades and trade training 
process – have influenced the career decisions of a sample of young people, and the 
‘sense’ these young people have made of these decisions. However, before looking at 
what the young people said, we provide a brief outline of – and give some background 
to – the gender ‘problem’ as it plays out in each of these three contexts. 
 
Sex, gender, socialisation, and equity: the wider social context 

This section outlines how gender – and gender inequity – came to be seen as 
problematic. The gender ‘problem’, while now widely acknowledged and discussed, 
arose, relatively recently, in mid-late 20th century feminist thought. There are, however, 
many different ‘schools’ of feminist thought, each of which draws on different ideas and 
assumptions, and has different goals.  
 

                                                 
 
1  The Action Plan for New Zealand Women (Dyson, 2004), launched by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs 

in March 2004, specifies three outcomes for women that the Government wishes to achieve. These 
are: improved economic independence; greater work-life balance; and improved quality of life. 
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Liberal feminists, for example, seek women’s equality with men. They seek an end to 
sex-based discrimination, sexist practices, and other barriers to women’s participation 
in all aspects of public life. They work to develop existing social and political institutions 
in ways that can better include women, not to transform or obliterate them. Radical 
feminism arose out of disillusionment with this approach. Radical feminists focus on 
describing, explaining, and undermining the way patriarchal thought oppresses women, 
mainly by socialising them to accept this oppression.  
 
The distinction between sex – as a fixed biological category, and gender – as the 
socially constructed set of features ‘added onto’ each sex via socialisation, is an 
important feature of radical feminist thought. Gender, because of its apparent 
amenability to change, is seen as the more interesting – and productive – category. 
Radical feminists do not seek equality or sameness with men: rather they focus on 
women’s difference from men, on women’s particular ways of knowing, being, or doing 
things. The notions of feminist research methodology and/or feminist pedagogy arise in 
this body of work. 
 
Most interventions designed to redress inequities or imbalances between men and 
women are informed by a mixture of ideas from these two schools of thought: that is, it 
is common to see the liberal concepts of ‘equality’, ‘sexism’ and/or ‘removing barriers’ 
being used alongside the radical feminist concepts of ‘socialisation’ and/or the 
sex/gender distinction. This mixing of concepts is also common in popular thought and 
discussion of these issues.  
 
More recently, feminist thought (in academic contexts) has been influenced by post-
structuralist theory: in particular, the aspects of this work that challenge some of 
Western thought’s most deeply held assumptions. Very briefly, this has resulted in an 
emphasis on ‘perspectival’ or ‘situated’ forms of knowledge, and the idea of identity as 
something that is ‘constructed’ in discourses.  
 
Because we all function in many different discourses, and are constructed differently in 
each of these, we have a multiplicity of – shifting – identities, or ‘subjectivities’, as they 
are called in this work. Subjectivity is thus a plurality. It is also a process of ‘becoming’, 
rather than an endpoint. The idea that we can be one permanent core ‘self’ is seen as 
an illusion, an illusion created by splitting off the parts that don’t fit with this core identity 
(the male parts, the white parts, the queer parts, and so on).2  
 
Thus the gender ‘problem’ looks very different in 21st century thought. For post-modern 
feminist thinkers, this problem will not be solved by focusing on surface-level 
‘indicators’ (removing barriers, ending sexism, discouraging stereotypes, and so on). It 
can only be solved via approaches designed to intervene at a much deeper level of our 
collective meaning system. 
 
What do these lenses mean for how we understand today’s young people as they think 
about leaving school, getting a job, or embarking on job training? Young people are 
part of the post-modern world of multiple, shifting identities the theorists attempt to 
describe. They are immersed in it, they function in it, they produce it, and at some level 
they understand it.  
At the same time, however, through family, friends, teachers (and other advisers), and 
the media, they are exposed to ideas from a different era. The ‘sense’ they make of 

                                                 
 
2  This phrase is taken from Anzaldúa (1987, p. 88). 
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these ideas will be influenced by the context, and by the kind of scaffolding they are 
given. This is one of the roles of schools.  
 
The next section looks at how the career decision-making process is framed in today’s 
schools, and at the extent to which this is gendered. 
 
Schools, ‘transition’, choices, and career pathways 

The careers decision-making context in New Zealand, like many other countries, has 
been marked by significant and interconnected shifts in recent years. The key shift is 
away from traditional ‘age and stage’ models of adulthood and ‘transition’ to what 
Vaughan (2004a) calls a ‘pathways framework’. In ‘age and stage’ models, the 
transition from school is fairly linear (e.g., school, then study or training, then 
employment) and the milestones of adulthood are also linear and reached around 
similar and specifiable ages (e.g., school until 17 years, study/training until 20 years, 
then employment from 20 to 65 years, with marriage and then parenting beginning 
between 20 and 35 years).  
 
However, these models no longer hold for increasing numbers of people, as the 
transition from school lengthens in time-span, and as different forms of, and milestones 
for, adulthood become more popular (e.g., delaying commitment to marriage and 
parenting later in life or not doing it at all).  
 
In educational terms, three system-wide shifts in New Zealand underpin the pathways 
framework in order to both make possible, and deal with, increasingly nonlinear forms 
of transition from school, including periods of combined employment and study 
throughout life: 

• a partially deregulated tertiary system (though some regulation is being 
reintroduced via new funding mechanisms) 

• the development of a National Qualifications Framework, designed to be flexible, 
credible to employers, schools, and tertiary institutions, and use criterion or 
standards-based assessment  

• an increase in career development support for a wider range of post-school 
careers, especially vocational ones, together with an increase in the status of 
vocational careers, in order to improve labour supply, alleviate skill shortages, and 
provide meaningful work opportunities for all (Vaughan, 2004a). 

 
The pathways framework means ‘transition’ is no longer a school subject for ‘at-risk’ 
young people or early school leavers. Instead, the transition from school is something 
that concerns all young people regardless of school achievement, presenting educators 
and most young people with a wide range of possibilities for school subjects, 
qualifications, secondary–tertiary course alignment, and post-school study and career 
options. While this presents a wider range of options for young people – a ‘maze’ of 
future career possibilities (Career Services, n.d.) – there is an increasing risk that 
young people will get ‘lost’ along the way and therefore an increasing need to support 
young people to make informed career and work decisions (Vaughan, 2004a). 
 
A number of specific initiatives have emerged to try and assist with students’ transition 
from school. The Secondary–Tertiary Alignment Resource (STAR) and Gateway 
scheme provide tertiary-level and workplace learning opportunities and experiences for 
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students that are useful in allowing students to explore, (re)adjust, or kick start future 
plans.  
 
The Creating Pathways and Building Lives (CPaBL) and Better Tertiary and Trade 
Training Decision Making (BTTTDM) initiatives both recognise the growing complexity 
involved in young people’s post-school decision making and their support and guidance 
requirements. CPaBL addresses this by focusing on the structure of the careers 
education in the school. It fosters a school-wide approach that explicitly links the 
careers advisory team with school management so that information and guidance are 
better co-ordinated. BTTTDM addresses the information and guidance issue by 
creating a ‘one-stop-shop’ service for young people, parents, and other influencers, 
providing information and support for tertiary education and career pathway decisions.  
 
The Schools Plus scheme currently in development has the goal that ‘all young people 
are in education, skills, or structured learning relevant to their abilities and needs, until 
the age of 18’ and particularly addresses itself to early school leavers with low or no 
qualifications and ‘inactive’ young people not engaged in work, training, or education 
after leaving school.3 
 
While these initiatives are designed to support young people’s career decision making, 
and enable seamless and multiple connections between different possibilities, young 
people are effectively ‘responsibilised’ with expanded school subject choice and more 
pathway decisions (Vaughan, 2005). The pathways framework presents (career and 
life) opportunities to young people in terms of individual choice (no matter what, there is 
an individual pathway appropriate for each young person’s unique interests).  
 
The assumption is that success is within reach of everybody, so long as the young 
person is able to identify and articulate their needs and desires, get the information 
about how to maximise their choices and which option(s) to take, and then do it. The 
sub-text is that young people, regardless of gender, are free to select and enter any 
trades-related pathway that might interest them assuming that they have received the 
right prerequisites, information, and support to locate and line up the appropriate 
pathway linkages. Specifically, young people need to ‘navigate’ some of the trades-
related training possibilities presented in Table 1. 
 

                                                 
 
3  This was foreshadowed in 2003 by the Education and Training Leaving Age Package and a focus on 

co-ordinating the youth transition services through a cross-departmental Youth Transitions Steering 
Group which aimed to have ‘all 15-19-year-olds in appropriate education, training and work by 2007’ 
(New Zealand Treasury, 2003, p. 9).  
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Table 1:  Initiatives and organisations relevant to trades training and work transition 
Initiative/ 
organisation  

Description 

Secondary 
schools  

Enables students to include subjects and learning experiences of particular 
relevance to the trades (including technology subjects, external courses, work 
experience). 

Secondary-
Tertiary 
Alignment 
Resource 
(STAR) 

Provides all state secondary schools with additional funding to access courses 
that provide greater opportunities for students, enabling schools to better meet the 
needs of students by personalising learning pathways and facilitating a smooth 
transition to the workplace or further study. 

Gateway Offers senior secondary students structured workplace learning across more than 
50 industries and hundreds of businesses around New Zealand. Students are 
assessed in the workplace for unit and achievement standards which contribute to 
the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), as well as industry-
specific qualifications. 

Industry Training 
Organisations 

Facilitate workplace learning for trainees in employment by: setting national skill 
standards; providing information and advice; developing industry-appropriate 
training; arranging assessment; monitoring training quality; and providing 
leadership to industry on skill and training needs. 

Industry training 
providers 

Offer pre-trades and trades courses, sometimes linked to apprenticeships. 
Include, for example, polytechnics, universities of technology, private training 
establishments, and specialised training providers associated with a particular 
industry (such as ETCO – which offers a group apprenticeship scheme).  

Modern 
Apprenticeships 
Scheme 

Enables young people (usually aged between 16 and 21) to begin an 
apprenticeship in the industry they’re interested in. Modern Apprenticeships are a 
key part of the Industry Training Strategy. A co-ordinator liaises between the 
young person, their employer, and the relevant Industry Training Organisation.  

Industry 
employers 

Provide employment to qualified trades people, and take on apprentices either 
directly, or via a training provider. 

Tertiary 
Education 
Commission  

Funds the Government’s contribution to tertiary education and training offered by 
universities, polytechnics, colleges of education, wānanga, private training 
establishments, foundation education agencies, Industry Training Organisations, 
and adult and community education providers. 

Career Services Provides careers information, advice, and guidance to individuals and groups 
throughout New Zealand.  

Note: Descriptors were developed on the basis of relevant websites. This is not an exhaustive list by 
any means. For example, we could also include CATE4, CPANZ,5 BTTTDM, CPaBL, etc. 
 
Interacting with the dominant individual choice (and responsibility) discourse, however, 
are other discourses: in particular, ideas about what kinds of jobs are appropriate for 
young people with different academic abilities, and what kinds are appropriate for 
different genders. As Fuller, Beck, and Unwin (2005) put it: 
 

                                                 
 
4 Careers and Transition Education Association 
5 Career Practitioner Association of New Zealand 
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The perception that young people could make nontraditional choices if they 
wanted to, tends to mask the reality of the obstacles (e.g. teasing, feeling isolated 
and workplace conditions) to making such choices, and is likely to affect 
individuals’ response to policies designed to dismantle them. (p. 307) 
 

Their work suggests that part of the problem with gender segregation in the trades is 
that it is not actually recognised as a problem by many of the young people involved. 
Girls tend to stress that, while they can enter any job, they personally do not wish to 
enter male-dominated jobs (Fuller et al., 2005, emphasis added). 
 
Thus the emphasis on pathways and choices obscures the fact that differential access 
to resources6 and structural barriers constrain individuals from ‘choosing’ particular 
pathways. As a recent Equal Employment Opportunities Discussion Paper for the 
Human Rights Commission on the Modern Apprenticeships (McGregor & Gray,  
2003, p. 2) puts it, a number of ‘historical issues’ have led to low participation rates by 
young women in Modern Apprenticeships: 

• participating industries have strongly entrenched gender barriers which make them 
particularly unattractive to young women 

• the parents of secondary school children have traditionally seen apprenticeships as 
a pathway for nonacademic young men 

• secondary schools have promoted tertiary study in the form of university or 
polytechnic as their priority and young women, in particular, have chosen 
educational pathways.  

 
The Human Rights Commission report concluded that it is a current policy challenge 
to combat ‘discriminatory attitudes and practices’, and provided 12 specific 
recommendations designed to address these (see Appendix A). Similarly, a report that 
provided the backdrop to Northland Polytechnic’s recent proposal for a women-only 
trades training academy summarises: 
 

Responsibility for the lack of female participation in vocation trades lies in several 
hands: those of the employers via the robust application of anti-discriminatory 
practices; those of parents via their support for vocational trades as a career 
option and, in our general societal culture which reflects the status quo. 
 
Broad societal changes in gender desegregation in New Zealand have barely 
impacted on the vocational trades sector. This will continue until an effective and 
efficient approach is adopted at both regional and national levels. Previous 
attempts to reduce this gender imbalance have failed to adequately resolve the 
multi-faceted challenges. An integrated change programme across government 
agencies, parents, schools, tertiary educators and employers is needed to support 
women entering and building successful careers in vocational trades.  
(Scripps, 2006, p. 9) 
 

                                                 
 
6 Including social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986 in Osgood, Francis & Archer, 2006) and 

‘resourcefulness’ (Thomson, Henderson, & Holland, 2003). 
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Thus a great deal of work is currently going on in schools to assist students to make 
‘good’ transitions from school to further education and training. Recently, there has 
been a greater focus on providing better information and support to students – 
particularly girls – who are considering trades-related training opportunities. Why is 
this? What problem is this designed to solve? Is it working? 
 
The trades, trade training, and gender: is there a problem? 

New Zealand has high levels of gender segregation in employment, with women 
concentrated in a small number of occupations and both women and men working in 
occupations dominated by their gender. The 2006 Census showed that close to half of 
all New Zealanders work in occupations in which 70 percent or more of the workers are 
the same sex as them7 and 33 percent of the female workforce was employed in only 
ten occupations (out of a total of over 550 occupations). Seven of the ten occupations 
employing the most women (including nurses, caregivers, primary school teachers, and 
secretaries) were more than 80 percent female. There are similar patterns in the male 
workforce. In 2006, 24 percent of males were employed in only ten occupations. 
Occupations that were more than 90 percent male-dominated include trades such as 
builder, plumber, and motor mechanic.8 Dixon’s (2000) analysis shows that gender 
differences in occupations could account for around 20-40 percent of New Zealand’s 
gender pay gap. In 2007, the median hourly earnings of women were 12.1 percent less 
than those of men, and overall the average weekly income of women was 38.7 percent 
less than that of men. 
 
In 2005, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs commissioned research into wages and costs 
of education and training in male- and female-dominated trade-related occupations. 
This research indicated that although many of these occupations have similar entry-
level wage rates, wages increase more rapidly in the male-dominated occupations. The 
male-dominated occupations also tend to have more formal training, which is often paid 
for by the employer (Moyle & Hendry, 2006). 
 
Recent and pervasive skills shortages in traditionally male industry areas have 
produced a renewed urgency about attracting skilled workers and have possibly made 
employers more open to female workers in these areas. Some attempts to attract 
workers are nongender-specific but include women, such as the dairy industry’s recent 
Go Dairy campaign. Others have targeted women directly as part of an attempt to 
change the culture of their organisation, such as the New Zealand Army’s use of 
a Lara Croft/Tomb Raider female character as the face of their recruitment campaign 
over the last few years. However, we are aware that these recent campaigns must 
contend with a schooling system that still lacks good relationships with Industry 
Training Organisations and still tends to regard university as the best pathway for high-
achieving students.  
 
Thus, despite recent efforts, gendered patterns persist in young people’s participation in 
trades-related learning in New Zealand. In February 2008, the Minister for Tertiary 
Education, Pete Hodgson, announced that ‘The Labour-led government has exceeded 
its target of 14,000 Modern Apprentices by the end of 2008 with more than a year to 
spare’ (Modern Apprenticeships, 2008). However, women still represent only 29 percent 
of all industry trainees, with 50,462 participating in 2006 – a one percentage point 
                                                 
 
7  Specifically, 47 percent of women work in occupations that are 70 (or more) percent female, and over 

half (52 percent) of men work in occupations that are at least 70 percent male. 
8  Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2008). 
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increase from 2005 (Tertiary Education Commission 2006, 2007).9  As at 31 December 
2006, women represented only 8.7 percent of 9,466 Modern Apprentices, up from 
8.2 percent in 2005 (Tertiary Education Commission 2006, 2007). Thus, this situation is 
still a major area of concern to the current government. 
 
It’s all about choice – but is it? 

This background information points to a highly complex problem. Young people nearing 
the end of the compulsory years of schooling find themselves in a context in which the 
variety of different pathways and choices available to them is emphasised. They – and 
their advisers – are encouraged to frame their career decision-making process as a 
series of individual choices, which will lead them down particular pathways. Information 
and advice are available to help them make these choices, some of which is formal, 
explicit, and structured (e.g., from school careers advisers) and some much less so 
(e.g., informal comments from teachers, parents, and other adults, and from friends). 
Because these messages can be very mixed (e.g., the ‘girls can do anything’ message 
is likely to be mixed up with other, competing ideas about what is appropriate for males 
and what is appropriate for females), the meaning that is made from them is also likely 
to be mixed. We think that the choices available to young people are in fact constrained 
by a raft of factors and processes that are not be necessarily visible to them (or to 
those advising them).  
 
In the research described in this report, our aim was to investigate how and why young 
people make the decisions that lead – or do not lead – them down particular career 
pathways. We have attempted to identify the factors and contexts that, according to the 
young people we interviewed, enabled or dissuaded them from ‘choosing’ occupations 
traditionally dominated either by their own gender, or the opposite gender. Our purpose 
in doing this was to investigate whether or not there are factors (including information 
about the trades) that can and do influence the extent to which different occupations 
are perceived as gendered, and whether or not these factors are amenable to change. 
The ultimate aim is to provide information to inform the development of strategies that 
could widen the choices available to young people, particularly girls, so that the 
statistics cited earlier can be improved. 
 
The report is structured as follows. After describing how the research was designed 
(who was interviewed, what they were asked, and why), we outline the findings in three 
chapters corresponding to the three contexts outlined in this introduction: family, 
friends, and society; schooling; and the trades and trade-related training. Our aim was 
to explore how – if at all – males and females experience the career decision-making 
process differently. A second aim was to attempt to investigate where the ‘problem’ (if 
there is one) is located – in the young people, in society, in the education system, or in 
the trades themselves. The three findings chapters are followed by a discussion of 
suggestions made by the young people we interviewed for improving the gender 
balance in the trades. The report concludes with a discussion of the findings and their 
potential policy implications. 

                                                 
 
9  A longitudinal study of 53,000 students who left school in 2004 found that ‘the predicted odds of a male 

school leaver transitioning into industry training were almost 300 percent higher than the predicted 
odds for female school leavers’ (Ussher, 2008, p. 12).  
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2. Methodology 

As outlined in the introduction to this report, the aim of this research was to examine 
the interconnections between gender and gendered ideas and young people’s 
decisions about careers, in order to develop useful understandings for policy work 
aimed at ensuring young people’s career choices are not constrained by their 
gender. The study focuses on the trades, where gender segregation is particularly 
apparent. 
 
Research questions 

The research questions were as follows: 
 
1. Do males and females experience the process of career decision making 

differently and/or inequitably? If so, are there any patterns to the differences, 
and/or are there similarities? 

In line with our focus on gender equity rather than gender equality (as discussed 
in Chapter 1), our concern is not difference per se. We have treated gender, not 
as an independent variable, but as one of a great many factors drawn on by 
young people as they ‘produce’ themselves and their identity – in work, and other 
contexts. Our starting point was that the wider socialisation contexts (home/ 
family, friends, school, work, wider society) are likely to mean that young men 
and women will experience the process of career decision-making differently. 
However, because these contexts are different for different individuals, and 
different individuals use them in different ways, while we expected to find some 
broad general patterns, we also expected to find many gender similarities.  

 
2. If there are differences and/or inequities, where is the problem primarily located? 

In posing this question, we are assuming that the gender imbalance in the 
traditional trades is a problem (in line with the discussion on page 7). We are also 
assuming that, if there are gender inequities in young people’s career decision-
making experiences, that this is also a problem. We are interested in exploring 
how the following factors might help to explain the current situation: 

• certain features of today’s young people and the influence of wider society 
(their information/experience-seeking and sense-making strategies, gender 
– and other – identities, socialisation experiences, individualisation, etc.) 

• the current ‘pathways’ framework (school structures, the connections 
between schools and post-school opportunities, pathways information 
provision, etc.) 

• the trades themselves (information about the trades, training opportunities, 
work demands and culture, historical developments, etc.). 

3. Given our answers to the above questions and our knowledge about recent 
educational and occupational changes, what policy – and other – levers could 
lead to a better gender balance in the trades, and/or an increase in women’s 
economic independence? 
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Our aim in this research was to explore whether or not young people’s stories about 
career decision making can provide insights into how to shift the deeply and 
historically entrenched gender divide in the trades. We were interested in what the 
young people had to say about the source(s) of the problem, and/or how their stories 
could inform future policy work in this area. For example, should effort be put into: 

• information provision and/or support for sense making? 

• school learning environments, planning, structures, and options? 

• Industry Training and/or the Modern Apprenticeship Scheme? 

• the pathways framework, including connections between school and post-
school? 

• workforce planning for the future in general? 
 
We used focus groups and interviews to elicit young people’s stories and 
perspectives. These were then analysed to understand the different inter-related 
factors involved in their decision making. This qualitative methodology was designed 
to help us explore the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of young people’s career decision making, 
rather than the ‘what’. We interviewed a total of 86 young people, in 33 different 
focus groups or individual interviews.  
 
Focus groups 

We used focus groups for two main reasons. Firstly, focus groups (or ‘group 
interviews’) can establish a wide range of participant-defined issues and 
perspectives on a topic in a short space of time as well as offering insight into shared 
meanings (Stewart & Shamdasini, 1990). Thus they were an efficient and 
economical way to gain a lot of data from a lot of young people. Secondly, by 
bringing a range of participants together in discussions we hoped to facilitate an 
active and dynamic environment to facilitate the social construction of meaning 
(Madriz, 2000). That is, the focus groups produced data on the interactions between 
different participants, giving additional insight into the ways in which young people 
process information and opinion. This was particularly important in this study 
because we believe that career decision making is not an entirely individual pursuit, 
but is intimately tied to the people and discourses young people are linked to. We 
were able to see how ideas were bounced around and recreated between the young 
people, rather than each interviewee simply responding to the interview questions 
(Dupuis & Neale, 1998).  
 
We organised the focus groups into female-only or male-only groups to help 
participants feel comfortable about sharing their ideas and experiences. We limited 
the number of participants in focus groups (two to six individuals per group) to 
encourage debate but also to enable enough time and space for everyone to have 
their say and be listened to by others. We supplemented focus groups with individual 
interviews.  
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Individual interviews 

We carried out individual interviews in circumstances where privacy or accessibility 
was an issue. Specifically, young people were interviewed on their own if they were 
not part of an easily identifiable group to interview together. We conducted face-to-
face interviews with participants in the local region, and phone interviews with 
participants further afield.  
 
In comparison to focus groups, individual interviews can be more sensitive to 
individual stories. It has been argued that interviews have become a ‘natural’ context 
in which to articulate experience and make sense of our lives (Atkinson & Silverman, 
1997). While interviews cannot provide a mirror reflection of the interviewee’s social 
world, actions, and meanings, in-depth interactive discussion in an environment of 
rapport and trust can allow respondents to give honest and full accounts of their 
opinions and social situations (Miller & Glassner, 1997, p. 101).  
 
Due to the extremely small numbers of women in trades-related pathways, we 
conducted more individual interviews than we had initially planned for. This means 
that our participant sample was smaller than we expected, but the one-on-one 
approach enabled us to explore these young people’s decision-making experiences 
in greater depth (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). Our sample of young people is 
described next, followed by an outline of the interview questions. 
 
Sample definition 

In order to establish the sample of young people we were to interview, we needed to 
identify – and therefore define – what we meant by gender-segregated trades 
training pathways. The ‘vocational trades sector’ has been defined in New Zealand 
as the group of occupations in which: 

• job applicants require a well-developed range of literacies and demonstrated 
attainment 

• fundamental competencies are acquired and practised on the job 

• competencies are developed to advanced levels through the apprenticeship 
system 

• the majority of day-to-day activity is manual and practical, being supported by 
processes and systems that grow in complexity during the apprenticeship 
period. (Scripps, 2006, p. 13) 

 
However, ideas about what a trade is have changed over time. Origins stretch back 
to a live-in guild system for artisanal trades, such as building and printing. Live-out 
work-based trade apprenticeships later developed in the growing metal work 
industries, including engineering, shipbuilding, electrical, and plumbing, and then 
spread to particular specialties such as footwear, papermaking, and furniture-making 
(Gospel, 1995).  



 

 12  

The relatively new Modern Apprenticeship Scheme10 feeds into a wide range of 
occupational categories that were not part of more historical apprenticeship systems.  
 

A growing number of other industries are now forming ITOs and are therefore 
considered trades and as much vocational as any of the others (e.g. IT, care 
industries, hospitality and public service). (Scripps, 2006, p.13) 
 

While this broader conceptualisation of the trades has brought more women into 
apprenticeships, some commentators are suggesting that women are gravitating to 
the newer areas, which may well be less secure and less well paid. For example: 

 
Overseas experience of introducing the apprenticeship system into the office 
administration, tourism and retail sectors suggests that while female 
participation statistics improve on the face of it, there is a great deal of 
‘churning’ of participants because of low pay and lack of a genuine career path 
in these industries. The new industry areas are required to develop 
qualifications to provide a range of skills ‘lifting’ young people from low paid and 
low status jobs and propel them into management. Whether this will overcome 
the CEDAW Committee’s stated concern of perpetuating occupational 
segregation remains to be seen. (McGregor & Gray, 2003, p. 3) 
 
[T]he more traditional vocational trades… is where the gender discrepancy is 
greatest… One response to this situation from VT [vocational trades] employers 
has been to include traditional female industries in industry training initiatives. 
This may have, perversely, reinforced stereotypical gender roles (Tertiary 
Education Commission, 2000). (Scripps, 2006, pp. 13,19) 
 

Because there is no accepted male:female ratio that defines an area as male- or 
female-dominated, we had to make one up. We decided that 10 percent or less of 
one gender in any Industry Training Organisation or Modern Apprenticeship 
indicates that it is ‘dominated’ by the opposite gender. Two tables in Appendix B 
provide the gender breakdown of trainees and apprentices as at September 2006.  
 
In terms of our sampling, these figures show that there was a wide range of male-
dominated categories from which we could have selected interviewees (although 
women were hard to find), but very few female-dominated categories. Females make 
up less than 10 percent of trainees in 17 out of 38 Industry Training Organisations 
and in 19 out of 30 Modern Apprenticeship industries.  
 
The only female-dominated Industry Training Organisations (more than 90 percent 
women) are: Community Support Services, Pharmacy, and Hairdressing (of which 
only the latter is considered a traditional trade). No Modern Apprenticeship category 
has greater than 90 percent women: in fact, the only two areas where females make 
up more than half of the apprentices are Tourism and Public Sector. 
 
School students’ STAR and Gateway11 options roughly mapped against the 
apprenticeship and industry training categories noted above. However, other school 
subjects do not necessarily match clearly onto industry training or occupational 
groupings. We classed these as male- or female-dominated in two ways. First, we 

                                                 
 
10  Established in 2000 to help rebuild work-based trades training in New Zealand and rectify the skill 

gap which had emerged. 
11  See Chapters 1 and 4 for explanations of these terms. 
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took account of the types of occupations that a subject might logically lead towards. 
Second, we took the advice of teachers and careers advisers who knew the extent to 
which the subject was generally gender segregated (if it was an optional choice for 
students). 
 
Interviewee subgroups 

We conducted focus groups and interviews with young people from four different 
groups:  

• junior secondary school students in general and trades-related subjects 
(especially in technology subjects that could be viewed as trades-related) 

• senior secondary school students in general and trades-related school 
pathways (especially in STAR and Gateway which provide trades-related 
training and work experiences) 

• trainees and recent graduates in gender segregated trades-related occupations 

• young people avoiding gender-trades-related gender-segregated occupations, 
especially ex-trades trainees. 

 
Within each of these four groups we wanted to talk to young men and women 
involved in gender-segregated options that were either traditional or nontraditional 
for their gender. Arranging this gave us four categories per group. These four 
second-tier categories were as follows: 

• nontraditional females: young women either employed or training in male-
dominated trades, or doing traditionally male school subjects, such as 
woodwork technology 

• traditional females: young women either employed or training in female-
dominated trades, or doing traditionally female school subjects, such as fabrics 
technology 

• traditional males: young men either employed or training in male-dominated 
trades, or doing traditionally male school subjects, such as metalwork 

• nontraditional males: young men either employed or training in female-
dominated trades, or doing traditionally female school subjects, such as fabrics. 

 
The table below shows the numbers and spread of individuals across these four 
groups and four categories. The table also records the number of data collection 
episodes that were carried out with each subgroup, either as a focus group or 
individual interview. The total number of individuals taking part in each data 
collection episode is indicated in brackets ‘(x)’. Initially we had expected to include 
more nontraditional recent graduates and employees, but such individuals proved 
extremely difficult to locate.12 To increase the numbers, especially in the 
nontraditional category, we included students from a school that requires all students 
to study all of the technology subjects in Year 9.  
 

                                                 
 
12  Three of our interviewees were fully qualified employees. 
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Table 2:  Spread of participants across the four groups and categories 

 Junior secondary school 
students in general and trades-
related school subjects 

Senior secondary 
school students in 
trades-related school 
pathways 

Trainees and 
recent graduates in 
trades-related 
occupations 

Young people 
avoiding 
trades-related 
occupations 

 Both Trad.  
for 
gender 

Nontrad 
for 
gender 

Trad.  
for  
gender 

Nontrad 
for 
gender 

Trad.  
for 
gender 

Nontrad 
for 
gender 

Trad.  
for  

gender 
Female 1 

(3) 
1 

(4) 
2 

(7) 
1.5* 
(4) 

4 
(11) - 7 

(11) 
6 

(6) 
Male 1 

(8) 
2 

(7) 
1 

(2) 
4.5* 
(16) - 2 

(7) - - 

Total 8 
(31) 

10 
(31) 

9 
(18) 

6 
(6) 

* One focus group was mixed gender (i.e., 0.5 of a data collection episode). 
 
These subgroups do not represent the homogeneous categories that our labelling 
suggests. What emerged was a jumble of identities and positions, which, while it is 
a much closer representation of the diversity in society, makes it difficult to talk about 
each group as an entity, or as representative of their categorisation. For example, in 
the ‘avoiding group’ we only included women who had left post-school trades 
training. However, many of the secondary school students we spoke with did not 
intend to follow through into trades-related work, and could therefore also be 
categorised in the ‘avoiding’ group. At the same time, many of the senior secondary 
students were in some kind of trades apprenticeship or training course run by 
another provider, and so we could have categorised them as trainees. 
 
Also, the Year 9 students from the school we added in later were doing traditional 
and nontraditional subjects that had been decided and structured for them by the 
school. Their participation was therefore not the result of their own decision making, 
nor of their so-called nontraditional or traditional interest. On the other hand, this 
group provided us with a useful insight into a school-based strategy that could 
impact on gendered perceptions of occupations. 
 
Table 3 below provides details of the ethnicity of the 86 participants. Nine participants 
gave two or more ethnicities, and have been multiply entered. As the table shows, 
there were no clear patterns by ethnicity in relation to participants’ nontraditional or 
traditional choices. However, we set out to meet a range of young people and since 
this is not a quantitative study the information cannot be generalised. 
 
Table 3: Participant ethnicity by options traditional or nontraditional for their gender  
Ethnicity Traditional Nontraditional Both (junior 

secondary) 
Total 

Pākehā/NZ 
European 24 22 8 54 

Māori 6 4 4 14 

Pacific 3 (Samoan, Cook 
Island, Fijian) 2 (Samoan, Niuean) - 5 

Asian 1 (Cambodian) 3 (Taiwanese, 
Chinese, Indian) - 4 

Other 2 (British, Canadian) 5 (British, Dutch, 
Australian, Brazilian) 1 (Other European) 8 

Did not respond 5 4 - 9 
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Recruitment 

We made use of NZCER’s connections with organisations and individuals to create 
a snowballing sample of young people. For example, we used previous – and built 
new – relationships with secondary schools, Modern Apprenticeship co-ordinators, 
Industry Training Organisers, training providers, polytechnics, and universities to  
create our sample. We also asked interviewees whether they could recommend 
others to participate. Participants were officially invited to:  
 

take part in a research study about how different things (especially being male 
or female) can influence young people’s career decisions or experiences in 
trades-related training or jobs.13  
 

Interviewee questions  

In all focus groups or interviews we used a semi structured interview schedule to 
provide a balance between open-ended questions, discussion points, statements, 
and visual prompts for participants to respond to. The questions needed to make 
sense to interviewees, but also to provide access into some of the deeper analysis 
we hoped to do: for example, our focus on system-level barriers, gendered 
narratives, demographic patterns, occupational status, etc. They also needed to 
generate the young people’s personal stories of how they came to be in their current 
pathway, as well as their reflections about the current gender divide in many of the 
trades.  
 
The main question areas are described next, although we used the schedule flexibly 
to follow the young people’s stories as they emerged (see Appendix D for a copy of 
the interview schedule). 
 
The first questions we asked were about childhood, and early considerations about 
occupations. We were interested in how gender normativity might have been an 
influence, as well as stories about ‘critical moments’ that encouraged or discouraged 
people to follow their dreams.  

• Thinking back to your childhood, what did you want to be when you grew up? 

• What happened to that dream? 
 
The second set of questions asked how they came to be in their current pathway. 
We were particularly interested in how this might relate to other structures in society 
(such as gender, class, ethnicity, family background). We were also interested in 
knowing about the information and people that impact on young people’s decision 
making.  

• What attracted you into this subject/training/job? 

• What did you know about this subject/training/job before you started it?  
 

                                                 
 
13  This was the wording used in the information sheet provided to prospective participants (see 

Appendix C for a copy of this sheet). 
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The third set of questions related to wider socialisation influences, and the impact 
that others have on a young person’s career-related decisions and experiences. 

• Before you started this course/job, had you known anyone in training or a job that 
was not traditional for their gender? 

• What do people in your family think about what you do? Friends? And people you 
interact with (colleagues, boss, tutor, customers)? 

 
The fourth set of questions focused on the (potentially unexpected) realities of their 
experiences, the positives and negatives. We were also interested in how their 
descriptions or rationalisations might fit with stereotypically gendered narratives. 

• Have you found anything different from what you initially expected from this 
course/job? (If so, what?) 

• Things that could make you stay/leave? 
 
The fifth set of questions came with visual prompts. We provided a list of 
occupations, and asked the interviewees to estimate the proportion of men and 
women in them. We then produced pie graphs showing that there are less than 
5 percent of women (or men) in these occupations. Later we showed them posters of 
women and men carrying out trades-related work that was not traditional for their 
gender. We were interested in how they view gender (in)equality, the extent to which 
their perceptions match reality, the ways in which young people rationalise/theorise 
gender differences beyond their individual situation, and their reactions to (and 
assumptions about) people who challenge the norms. We asked them the following 
questions: 

• What do you think is the percentage of males and females in each?  

• Are these numbers similar to, or different from, what you thought? Why? 

• Which of these occupations are the most appealing [to you/society generally]? 
Why?  

• What kind of person/man/woman do you think you need to be to do this job? 
(skills, personal characteristics)  

• Do you think there are any differences in the way that males and females are 
treated in trades-related jobs today? 

 
Finally, we asked the interviewees what they thought could be done to improve the 
current situation.  

• What do you think might help other [males or females] get into, or stay in, this 
training or job? 

 
The next four chapters outline and comment on what the interviewees told us in 
response to our original questions and prompts. We reviewed the first draft of these 
chapters in light of feedback from participant analysis workshops and posted 
comments. 
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Participant feedback  

Later, after the main data collection work was complete, we ran two small workshops 
designed to elicit participants’ feedback on our analysis. These workshops, 
organised as male-only or female-only groups, brought together some of our original 
interviewees in trades training or work (including an ex-trainee). We presented 
a PowerPoint summary of our main findings, stopping regularly for comment and 
discussion. We also provided a hard copy of the PowerPoint to the young women 
who could not attend the workshop. Three of these later provided us with written 
feedback on the presentation. The purpose of this was to allow the young people to 
engage with, and critique, the researcher lens that had been put on their stories. This 
extra tier of data (participant reactions to our initial analysis) provided us with further 
insights into how young women and men make sense of their own and other 
people’s (gendered) experiences, and what they think could be done to address the 
issues that are raised by the analysis. It was also an opportunity for participants to 
reflect, not only on their own experiences, but also the experiences of others.14 We 
reviewed our draft report in the light of this feedback, and the participants’ comments 
have been woven into this final report.  
 
There are a great many ways to analyse the data produced in the interviews and 
feedback workshops. We have drawn, somewhat eclectically, on a variety of 
theoretical lenses to address the research questions. This pragmatic approach 
means that each of the following chapters takes a slightly different angle on the 
central problem. Our dominant – far from ‘pure’ – frame is post-structuralism,15 
although we also draw on socialisation theory16 and structuralism,17 especially in 
Chapters 3 and 4. 
 
 
 

                                                 
 
14  Previous NZCER research shows that young people struggle to obtain and process quality 

information and perspectives about careers, and relate best to personal stories and meeting real 
people. Most workshop participants said that they had discussed things further with family or friends 
after being interviewed the first time, and thought that our analysis was not surprising but made 
things ‘more obvious’. 

15 This approach is informed by the elements of post-structuralist theory described on page 2 of this 
report: in particular, the emphasis on identity/subjectivity as ‘constructed’ in different ‘discourses’, 
and as therefore multiple and contingent. The trades are in part treated as one of many different 
(and competing) discourses in which a young person’s identity is constructed (and in which they 
construct their identity). 

16 This approach is linked with – and draws on – the liberal feminist approach described on page 2: in 
particular, its emphasis on how sex role stereotypes influence human development. 

17 This approach is informed by Marxist/Gramscian accounts of society and the economy:  in particular 
the role of ‘hegemony’ and/or ‘false consciousness’ in the development of social structures which – 
apparently objectively – ‘channel’ people from different social groups into particular social (and 
economic) roles. 



 

 18  

3. Impacts of family, peers, and media on 
young people’s emergent career identities 

Throughout life people respond to – and actively participate in – social contexts that 
enable them to ‘make sense’ of the world around them, and to construct and 
reconstruct their identities. New research perspectives on career identity suggest 
that ‘a sense of self is acquired, refined and retransmitted through community 
interaction’ (Law, Meijers, & Wijers, 2002, p. 434). This calls into question earlier 
models that assume career identities as the final destination of a skills-accumulating 
staircase, where a stable sense of self is co-opted into the prescribed roles of a fixed 
occupational entity that exists independently of the young person her/himself 
(Collin, 1997; Vaughan, Roberts, & Gardiner, 2006; Woods & Jeffrey, 2002). This 
chapter takes the position that career identity is an ever-evolving process, by which 
young people experiment with different identities from early childhood, reviewing and 
recasting their career (future) selves in response to emergent social signals.  
 
Young people are presented with a multitude of messages as they mature, through 
their interactions with people and other socialisation agents, such as the media. 
While some gender and career decision-making discourses predominate over 
others, each young person participates in a unique combination of social 
experiences, which often produces conflicting message systems that must be 
navigated and reconciled to develop (and recast) their career/life identities. Young 
people are not passive actors who simply absorb all or any of the ideas and 
expectations that they come into contact with. They are active and discerning 
agents, who direct, select, evaluate, and position themselves in relation to different 
information flows. Previous research suggests that girls may take a more 
collaborative approach to career decision making (Reay, 1998), suggesting that 
family and peers could have a stronger influence on women. 
 
In this chapter, we examine the ways in which young people make meaning from the 
various messages they are exposed to. Each interview narrative provides insight into 
the socialisation contexts and factors that influence the young person’s ever-evolving 
relationship to study and career pathways. We explore whether (and why) young 
males and females differently receive (and react to) messages about what careers 
are open and interesting to them, through their interactions with family, childhood 
play, peers, and popular media. Specifically, we look at how some social contexts 
and/or individuals allow some young women and men to pursue pathways that are 
nontraditional for their gender. We take our analysis beyond ‘what’ or ‘who’ 
influences young people, to examine ‘how’ certain people/agents make a difference. 
We pay particular attention to the socialisation experiences of the young women who 
made the move to male-dominated trades. 
 
Family 

The family environment is the first and primary agent of socialisation for most 
people. Family relationships and activities continue to have a powerful influence on 
young people’s sense of self throughout, and beyond, their upbringing. Learning that 
takes place in family settings can shape how young people interpret discourses 
about gender and careers encountered in their later interactions with peers and 
wider society. Past research has suggested that parenting – and the relationship  
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between families, communities, and schools – plays a key role in forming children’s 
learner identities, as well as their educational decisions and achievements 
(Biddulph, Biddulph, & Biddulph, 2003; Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Epstein, 
1995; Maani & Kalb, 2006). One explanation puts it as follows: 
 

Sex stereotyping is making assumptions about that women should play different 
roles in society… Stereotypes affect what young people do at home and how 
they are treated, which influences the subjects they take at school, restricting 
their choice of future jobs and career, and again contributes to stereotypical 
views in the home. (Equal Opportunities Commission, 2001) 
 

Discussions about families strongly featured in our interviewees’ stories of how they 
came to be in their current pathway and their future career planning. In this section 
we draw from the interview narratives to explore the gender and career discourses 
that permeate family interactions and shape young people’s study/career decision 
making. We also consider how the young people we interviewed reconciled message 
conflicts (for example, between their two parents) and whether young women and 
young men face different expectations/experiences.  
 
Before we focus our attention on how families can act to encourage or dissuade 
young people from seeking out nontraditional pathways, it is important to note that 
when we asked interviewees directly about their family members’ reactions to their 
current and predicted pathways, most said that their parents were happy if they were 
happy. The subtext was that their families just wanted them to make a [good] choice, 
regardless of what that choice was. Parents appeared to focus on their young person 
being happy in a pathway rather than focusing on the pathway itself. For example: 
 

My mum didn’t care, as long as I was happy with it [choice to be a builder]. 
(Trainee, female, nontraditional) 
 
My mum says I should do what I enjoy: if I enjoy it, just go for it. (Senior 
secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 
They [parents] think it is good for me, knowing what I want to do. (Senior 
secondary student, male, traditional) 
 
They’re [family] just happy that I want to do something instead of being a bum. 
(Senior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 
My mum is sweet as with it. Whatever I want to do she’s sweet as with. (Junior 
secondary student, male, traditional) 
 
My parents are happy that I’m doing something that will give me a job for the 
rest of my life. (Apprentice, female, nontraditional) 
 

This idea of unconditional family support fits with NZCER’s previous research on 
young peoples’ pathways navigation (Vaughan et al., 2006, p. 57). It also fits with the 
pathway framework’s choice narrative: however, as we show later in this chapter, 
this can conceal how family practices and discourses can make some ‘decisions’ 
more likely than others. 
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Family contexts that open up nontraditional possibilities 
Family activities/conversations can open up or close down the potential for a young 
person to identify with or pursue a pathway that is nontraditional for their gender 
(Jacobs, Chhin, & Bleeker, 2006; Francis, 2000/2002 cited in Osgood et al., 2006).  
 
Families’ connections to trades-related occupations can expose young women to 
environments that, for others, might be considered unusual for their gender. Several 
young women in nontraditional pathways spoke about their family’s interests or work 
in trade-related areas. This appeared to have two major implications for their future 
career planning. Firstly, it normalised the participation of women in the area. For 
example: 
 

My parents and family are into cars and stuff – we’ve always gone to hotrod 
shows even when I was little… Dad’s a panel beater and my bro is an engineer 
and my other brother is a kind of mechanic. (Apprentice, female, nontraditional) 
 
My stepdad is right into DIY. We have good yarns about tools and they [my 
mum and stepdad] do up houses and have a builder that helps them out. Both 
of my parents think it’s cool that I have learnt this stuff. (Senior secondary 
student, female, nontraditional) 
 

Secondly, it provided these young women with authentic and detailed knowledge of 
an area, which they could use to offset any conflicting stereotyped messages about 
who (specifically which gender) is considered best suited to the work. They were 
able to develop a genuine sense of what the trades entail. For example: 
 

Because my dad was in the [avionics] industry, and I could see what he did, and 
learnt about the tools and how stuff worked… Grandfather mainly [gave me 
advice/information about building] then I got a lot when I was doing work 
experience – they were happy for me to be onsite and learn. (Ex-trainee, 
female) 
 
You always hear the trades are out there but you never really see what is 
involved unless you have a family member in that trade… I might have stuck 
with hospitality if I hadn’t hung out with granddad – probably would have 
regretted it. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 
I got into cars because dad was building one when I was little. You always think 
it’s a man’s job but it’s not. (Junior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 

These women’s nontraditional family experiences are similar to traditional young 
males’ narratives about their early interests in trade-related work and play. However, 
we found that such stories are more common for young men overall. Some of the 
young men’s explanations loosely connected to traditional ‘blue collar’ trades 
systems where sons were expected to follow in the footsteps of their fathers and 
grandfathers (Gibson & Papa, 2000):  
 

Interviewee one:  I wanted to be a builder like my granddad. He gave me tools 
and stuff and I’ve had the chance to work with him. 

 
Interviewee two:  I did some plastering work with dad and I enjoyed it. (Senior 

secondary students, male, traditional) 
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My old man is a sparkie – he kinda pushed me towards it. (Apprentice, male, 
traditional) 
 

As one of our feedback workshop participants told us, having a father in the trades is 
likely to influence young men more than young women, due to different gender 
expectations:  
 

My dad’s real practical ‘cos he’s a joiner, and my brother is a mechanic. I don’t 
want to sit around in an office. I wanted to be proud and make dad proud... If 
your family is based around trades, you’ll definitely think towards being in the 
trades. My little brother who’s only 14 wants to be in trades. He sees me and 
wants to become a plumber. I’m an electrician and my other brother is a 
mechanic and my dad’s a joiner… I reckon family and friends do have an 
influence. [Do you have any sisters?] I’ve got four sisters. They’re a lot tidier 
then we are. They don’t want to be in the trades. My brother comes home dirty 
and me too. One wants to become a hairdresser, one’s in travel and tourism, 
and one accounting. My second sister was influenced by her friend in 
Christchurch who’s a hairdresser. She’s still at school, but she’s doing work 
experience once a week for it. (Apprentice, male, feedback workshop) 
 

Conversely, another participant (in the all-female feedback workshop) noted that 
families without trades connections and without gender-specific expectations could 
be very supportive of their daughter choosing a trades pathway. A similar point was 
made in a (posted) feedback comment, which suggested that it is not helpful to 
assume family ties to trades: 
 

A lot of people assume that being a female in a trade means you must [be] 
following your dad’s footsteps; [they assume] that the only way you could get in 
was from outside help. (Female, feedback comment) 
 

Unlike young men, young women often contend with social signals from other 
contexts that suggest that a woman’s place in the trades cannot be taken for 
granted. Overall it seems that, in some families, family scripts outweigh other gender 
scripts.  
 
Negative, neutral, or mixed family messages about females in the trades 
Not all interviewees were so well supported by their families. We saw the occasional 
examples where family members had reacted negatively when a young person 
expressed an interest in a nontraditional pathway. For some young people, their 
parents presented a unified front of disapproval, but it tended to be only one parent 
who actively discouraged their nontraditional choice making:  
 

My father doesn’t like it, but my mother is alright. (Senior secondary student, 
female, nontraditional) 
 
My mother was absolutely aghast [with my decision to be an electrician] – she 
wanted me to go to university – she’s a school teacher. My dad was stoked – he 
was in the military and he wanted me to find a direction; he wanted me to have 
a goal and not keep floating. He thought that I was suitable for this job. My 
mother didn’t want her daughter to be in a trade – she was of the mindset that if 
you are in a trade you are stupid. [She’s] old school. She wanted me to go to 
uni. (Apprentice, female, nontraditional) 
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The second quote above illustrates that family members’ perspectives are not solely 
influenced by dominant gender norms. In this case the mother’s opinion seemed to 
emerge from an interaction between gender norms and the higher status of 
academic pathways. Given that the interviewee continued as an electrician we might 
suggest that her father’s approval outweighed her mother’s disapproval in this 
situation. But it does raise questions about how young people might be prepared to 
negotiate variable or inconsistent levels of family support. 
 
Rather than experiencing direct disapproval, another participant mentioned that she 
had not received any active support or advice from family members even though 
they had expertise in the area: 
 

No-one gave [me] advice about the electrical job – not even [my] stepfather who 
is an electrician. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 

Contrasted against the experiences of young men with fathers and grandfathers in 
the trades (noted in the above subsection), it is plausible that family-based trades-
related knowledge may have been withheld from this young woman because of her 
gender. Parents do not necessarily set out to deny young women from fully exploring 
their options, but they still endorse traditional female roles: 
 

I really liked animals and mum told me I could be a farmer’s wife…I think she 
was like a lot of women in her generation and just really shaped by gender roles 
and gendered career paths, so access to that world [of animal-related work] 
would have been through being a farmer’s wife. Also, with her being from 
Malaysia; I wanted to work with animals so it automatically meant farming.  
(Ex-trainee, female) 
 

It is interesting to note that the young women who mentioned negative reactions 
from family members tended to have made a ‘surprise’ decision to enter a trades-
related pathway in their late teens or early twenties. Although the numbers are tiny, 
one possible explanation might be that these young women were less likely to come 
from families who normalised trades-work or non-normative gender roles throughout 
their childhood. Another might be that playing with nontraditional identities becomes 
‘higher stakes’ the older a young woman gets. Perhaps at that stage a young 
person’s interests/decisions become a ‘more real’ threat to parents’ preconceived 
ideas about their child’s future, or perhaps they are just anxious for their child to 
avoid ‘about turns’ at what they consider to be the key time for career development. 
 
Thus the interviews show that young people are exposed to different family 
experiences and comments that can open up or close down different career 
possibilities. Although gender differences are not clear cut, it seems that young men 
receive more support for trades-related pathways than young women. An obvious 
strategy might therefore be to provide more information to family members, not just 
to young people, about the spaces available for women in trades training and work.  
 
Childhood play 

Children are introduced to career experiences, opportunities, and possibilities 
through the experience of play. They try out various roles in pretend play, and 
experiment with different gender and fantasy roles. For example, they act out 
parental roles, imitating what they have absorbed from the life experiences 
surrounding them.  
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As outlined in Chapter 2, we asked all interviewees to cast their minds back to their 
earliest memories about what they might want do ‘be’ when they grew up. We were 
interested to see the extent to which their early career dreams fit with dominant 
gender roles, and what had happened to their dreams over time. It is perhaps not 
surprising that a large proportion of both male and female interviewees had imagined 
themselves in a career that would be considered traditional for their gender. For 
example, young men had wanted to be soldier, pilot, farmer, doctor, fire-fighter, 
builder, architect, policeman, truck driver, etc., whereas young women saw 
themselves as dancers, singers, actresses, hairdressers, nannies, fashion 
designers, dressmakers, etc.  
 
Very few male interviewees said that they had aspired to female-dominated 
occupations as a child, but, in contrast, a large proportion of female interviewees 
saw themselves in traditionally male-dominated18 occupations. This was especially 
the case for young women who were current trainees in male-dominated trades. The 
tendency for both girls and boys to aspire to traditionally male occupations fits well 
with the interviewees’ responses to a later question. Here we provided them with 
a list of female- and male-dominated occupations, and asked which they thought 
held higher status in today’s society. Consistently, the young people selected 
historically male-dominated ‘professions’, such as doctor, lawyer, and policeman 
(although very few selected the male-dominated trades). The pattern also fits with 
other research that suggests men are more concerned about taking up ‘cross  
sex-typed’ work than women (Gottfredson, 1996 in Blanchard & Lichtenberg, 2003; 
Razumnikova, 2005). 
 
We looked closely at their narratives to see how childhood play might have enabled 
them to try out different career identities at an early age. According to the young 
women, their pretend play often cast them in gender-traditional roles:  
 

I wanted to be a celebrity singer…I made up routines and dances. (Senior 
secondary student, female, traditional) 
 
I was getting really creative when I was little and then I started sewing and 
I wanted to be a fashion designer or seamstress or something. (Junior 
secondary student, female, traditional) 
 
I wanted to be a hairdresser ’cos my mum was one… I was four ’cos I was 
dressing up in my mum’s clothes. (Senior secondary student, female, 
traditional) 
 
I wanted to be a fairy princess; I had a Barbie doll princess and I wanted to be 
like her. (Junior secondary student, female) 
 

Other young women had tested themselves in a role less traditional for their gender, 
occasionally explicitly noting that they rejected gender stereotypes: 
 

I just wanted to be a doctor because I had this doctor’s set when I was little. 
(Junior secondary student, female, traditional) 
 

                                                 
 
18  In this case we have used the term ‘gender-dominated’ more broadly than the 10 percent cut-off we 

used to select interviewees (see Chapter 2). 
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I wanted to get into building – when I was little I built a fort. (Trainee, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
I wanted to be a vet ’cos I liked playing with animals. (Apprentice, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
I wanted to be an astronaut, then a vet…and have moved on to wanting to be 
a motocross driver… I never had a Barbie doll, and the first time I did, I gave it 
a Mohawk. I’ve grown up in quite a boyish way. I’m the only girl in the family. 
I don’t know, just the atmosphere in the house, my parents didn’t want me to 
become all soft and girlish. I like being different. (Junior secondary student, 
female)  
 
I wanted to be a professional BMX rider… I used to do BMX riding for fun when 
I was little. (Senior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 

The following comments from young men in traditional pathways are in contrast: 
 

I’ve wanted to be a computer technician – well I liked building computers – 
always trying to make my PC better and stuff. It’s been a strong interest, ever 
since I can remember. (Junior secondary student, male) 
 
I wanted to be a professional skateboarder or basketballer – too much 
Tony Hawk Play Station… I liked playing Play Station games. (Junior secondary 
student, male) 
 
I always considered building or carpentry. Since intermediate that is what I’ve 
wanted… I guess it is ’cos my dad always had planks of wood and nails for me 
to play around with. (Senior secondary student, male, traditional) 
 

These comments provide an insight into how children develop career identities 
through childhood play. The retrospective – and re-storied – nature of the data 
means that we cannot make any strong claims about the different influences for 
young women and men, but it is telling that there were more women who talked 
about exploring traditionally masculine roles than there were men talking about 
exploring traditionally feminine roles.  
 
Media  

The influence of media such as advertising and television in socialisation, especially 
around gender identity, has been recognised for a long time now. Debates have 
been wideranging, from links made between the promotion of gendered toys (such 
as guns) to male violence, and from portrayals of thinness in the fashion industry to 
connections with female eating disorders. Today, more than ever, the youth 
demographic is targeted by entertainment and marketing companies, through a host 
of television shows, movies, video games, music, advertisements, Internet sites, etc. 
Young people are not just passive consumers. They actively pick and choose which 
messages to accept, alter, or subvert to suit. If young people deconstruct what they 
view, there may be both hegemonic and emancipatory messages in the same text 
depending on the reading of it (Sanchez & Stuckey, 2000 in Hylmö, 2006). In this 
subsection we explore interviewees’ narratives to demonstrate the media’s role in 
influencing young people’s ideas about gender roles and career options. 
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Television portrayals of nontraditional occupations 
Participants talked about the portrayal of males and females in nontraditional roles 
on television. Several suggested that these characters can make young people think, 
and potentially change their ideas, about what is considered an appropriate career 
choice for a man or woman:  
 

[There should be] more advertising, on TV and stuff – even in programmes. If 
you see more and more of it [people in nontraditional roles] in everyday 
situations then it might make people think about it. I just think they should do 
more of that as young people are quite influenced by it and at least that would 
start them thinking about it. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 

Several referred to male nurses on a variety of popular medically themed television 
shows. They tended to suggest that characters can be introduced to change 
people’s thinking about the sorts of jobs men and women can do: 
 

When I was little I thought nurses were women but know I know they are men 
too. TV [and being] in hospital has changed my perceptions. (Senior secondary 
student, male, traditional) 
 
There are heaps of male nurses. You see them all the time on Shortland Street 
– they deliberately introduce them I guess to make the point that it’s not 
a problem that males can be nurses. (Senior secondary student, female, 
nontraditional) 
 

In contrast, a group of young women suggested that some character portrayals 
actually undo this potential, especially when male nurse characters are the butt of 
humour/ridicule/abuse:  
 

Student one:  I don’t really think that a nurse is more of a woman’s job.  
 
Student two:  It can be both.  
 
Student one:  Like on TV shows and movies and stuff they’re always bagging 

the male nurse except I really don’t see a problem. (Junior 
secondary students, female, traditional) 

 
Interestingly, in comparison to male characters in stereotypically female roles, no 
interviewee mentioned female television characters in traditionally male-dominated 
trades-related careers. This was addressed directly by the following interviewee: 
 

On Scrubs and Shortland Street it is half and half [men and women nurses] but 
it is just for social reasons. For building TV shows the girls are only in the 
garden area. In Mitre10 Dream Home there are no [female] plumbers, only the 
host. The professional builder has never been a female. (Senior secondary 
student, female, traditional) 
 

Some perceived the media to conflate sexuality with nontraditional gender roles, 
especially for men:  
 

Media always seem to portray people in nontraditional roles as gay, especially 
on TV. (Senior secondary student, male, traditional) 
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On Ugly Betty, everyone knows Mark is gay. If guys start working in the fashion 
industry, people expect them to be gay. (Junior secondary student, female) 
 
But these [sexuality] stereotypes give you something to fight against. There 
aren’t any ads that tell you that sparkies are gay so no one ever ties sexuality to 
the job, not the same as hairdressing. For those sorts of jobs that don’t have 
such advertising you don’t instinctively think people are gay because they do  
X, Y, or Z. (Apprentice, male, traditional) 
 

Media and young people’s early career ideas  
The media can impact on people’s thinking about the world and their identity 
construction from a very young age (Garner, 1999; Hylmö, 2006). For example, there 
is ongoing debate about how television violence and junk food advertisements 
potentially influence young people’s behaviour and eating habits. Do these 
arguments have any connections to how media portray gender and careers? Our 
interviewees’ comments about their early career dreams suggest that they were 
often attracted to jobs they perceived to be ‘cool’. Their retrospective accounts 
included the following direct links between television and emerging career identities. 
It is clear that the media plays a role in glorifying or selectively representing career 
options, to the extent that some portrayals are substantially different from the 
realities of an occupation: 
 

I wanted to be a chef and that was my main focus when I was young, from 
seven or so…thought it looked cool – from TV and books and stuff. (Ex-trainee, 
female) 
 
I actually wanted to be a police officer when I was a kid. That’s the main thing 
I remember – or a lawyer. I think that’s about it… I just liked those TV 
programmes with lawyers. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 
I always wanted to be a doctor when I was younger. I didn’t really follow through 
with that as I got older… I was always interested in those kinds of TV 
programmes and stuff. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 
[I wanted to make] music. I watched music videos every day and played music. 
(Junior secondary student, male, traditional) 
 
…Jamie [Oliver, a TV cooking celebrity] makes everything good. (Junior 
secondary student, male, traditional) 
 
I moved to wanting to be a motocross driver because I saw it on TV, pulling 
stunts on bikes and going fast. (Junior secondary student, female) 
 
[I wanted to do archaeology] from watching Indiana Jones – thought it was cool 
and stuff. (Junior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 

The above quotes show that, at least as children, some female and male 
interviewees identified with different television characters and work possibilities 
regardless of their own gender or the gender of the main characters. 
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Nontraditional roles and authenticity  
Similar to television shows, interviewees had noticed that current advertising 
campaigns appear to consciously challenge traditional gender roles to open up the 
option for both genders: 
 

Well there’s that Army ad. [Oh true, so does that stick out?] Yeah because you 
would probably expect a guy. (Senior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 

Often these adverts stick out from a wide array of gender-stereotyped marketing: 
 

The [polytechnic] ads have girls doing interior design and the guys doing 
automotive – it could be that those are the people who have done the course 
etc. but it has an impact. (Senior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 
Stop having them advertise buff men for building and pretty women for 
hairdressing. And for chefs it’s always a guy. They make it seem impossible for 
women to do building, but it’s not. (Junior secondary student, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
There is one [advert] for logging on TV at the moment and you only see men on 
the ad. (Trainee, female, nontraditional) 
 
There’s a building thing [brochure] at [a local university] but there’s a boy on the 
cover. (Senior secondary student, female, traditional) 
 

Most interviewees believed that advertising should represent ‘real’ people in ‘real’ 
work:  
 

I’ve seen the [polytechnic] ad and that has girls doing plumbing and stuff – it 
gives other girls a chance to see that they could do it too. I guess more stories 
would be good – you can’t tell if people are enjoying things in photos or what it 
is about the job that they like. It could even be a setup for the promotion. 
(Apprentice, female, nontraditional) 
 
Sometimes when there is a girl [in a trades advert] you can tell that she’s 
a model. (Senior secondary student, female, traditional) 
 

The New Zealand Army’s digitally generated Lara Croft/Tomb Raider advert suffered 
some criticism due to its lack of authenticity: 
 

The female Army ad, it’s cool but it’d be cooler if it was a real person. I definitely 
noticed that it had a female in it. (Senior secondary student, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
[What do you think of the Army ad?] With the hot chick? With tits out here and 
a waist this big? It appeals more to the men than the girls. It is a big turn off to 
the women. And when the men see women with tummies they think – god this 
is not what I was expecting. It really pisses me off that ad, because it’s not 
realistic and they are just selling it to young men. It would be better if she was 
realistically built then I wouldn’t have a problem with it. The Navy ads are better, 
their women are real women. (Trainee, female, nontraditional) 
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However, while they quite rightly suggest that it is too easy to dismiss unrealistic 
pictures of people in nontraditional pathways, it also seems that young people draw 
on pre-existing gender scripts and previous knowledge about a job to tell them what 
is authentic. Interviewees’ evaluations of authenticity are not always correct, as we 
found when we showed them a picture of a New Zealand female builder – many 
suggested she that was a model, not a builder, and presented us with ‘evidence’ to 
support their claim (for example, her shorts were too short, she was too pretty, her 
toolbelt was on wrong, her hands weren’t dirty enough, etc.).19 
 
Seeking and producing career-related media 
In narrowing down – or opening up – their study and career pathways, some young 
people navigate a broad array of media, including magazine articles, newspaper 
adverts, flyers, brochures, posters, and tertiary course booklets. For some young 
people, sorting through these various sources is a strategy to help them decide 
where they might like to head; for others they merely provide concrete information to 
help a young person access a training institution that provides what they have 
already decided on. And for others, seeing an advert can spark a sudden interest in 
a new area. 
 
The Internet is one arena that allows young people to direct their own searching, and 
it can explicitly encourage consumption and interaction at the same time. Several 
participants mentioned their use of the Internet as the first point of information 
gathering about specific career options and related training: 
 

Wasn’t even looking till I decided so I just jumped on the Internet. I did a search 
on electrical apprenticeship and came up with [this training provider] and 
Modern Apprenticeships – because [this provider] is the link into that too. 
I applied online not even knowing if I’d really do it…. This [provider] was first on 
the Internet even though it’s a ‘minority’ in the industry. (Apprentice, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
I went onto the [polytechnic] website and asked about the course – it was 
starting the following year. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 
I didn’t know much about the training course at the [polytechnic]. I had looked 
on the Internet to see how long it would take and what the apprenticeship would 
cover in a broad sense. (Apprentice, female, nontraditional) 
 

These few insights into the effect and influence of television and other media on 
young children’s future career possibilities tell us more about the missed 
opportunities that could be produced through the media, than what is produced. It is 
a powerful medium that could be used to portray realistically a range of occupations, 
including the trades, which could reduce the level of gendered thinking around 
careers. 
 

                                                 
 
19  The female feedback workshop participants discussed their annoyance at these comments, 

especially the one about the toolbelt (which, as they pointed out, is incorrect). Two told us about 
recent advertising campaigns that had featured photographs of them. It seems that with so few 
tradeswomen, individuals quickly become marketable commodities. 
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Friends and other peers 

Friends are a vital element in young people’s social environments, and play a key 
role in young people’s identity development (Sheriff, 2007). Young people share 
ideas about study and career possibilities, and together make meaning from the 
barrage of messages they receive about gender and careers. For the purposes of 
this section we treat friends and peers as two separate groups, looking at the role 
each can play in opening up or closing down nontraditional pathways.  
 
Impact of friends on those pursuing nontraditional pathways 
As with families, friends appear to offer unconditional support for study and career 
exploration. All are ‘in the same boat’: 
 

My friends didn’t care about my job choice – we were all finding our own ways, 
we were all finding our own place in life. I was the only girl doing an 
apprenticeship. I’ve got more male friends than female. (Apprentice, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
My family and friends were really supportive and encouraging. (Ex-trainee, 
female) 
 

Several young women in nontraditional pathways spoke about the active approval of 
their friends, even when their choices were considered to be rather unusual: 
 

One of my friends is a hairdresser and she loves telling people her friend is 
a joiner... It’s funny to see people’s reactions when I tell them what I do. 
(Employee, female, nontraditional) 
 
My friends are quite proud and tell lots of people. (Apprentice, female, 
nontraditional) 
 
A lot of my friends weren’t too surprised. I’m a bit of a tomboy at heart; they 
expected me to do something quite mannish anyway. They wanted to come and 
sit at the site. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 

However, not all of the young people’s friends were entirely positive about their 
choices:  
 

They [my friends] didn’t expect it. Rather than doing furniture they’d expect me 
to do cooking or something. I’d tell my friends I was doing furniture and they 
would laugh. (Senior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 
At first they weren’t expecting me to do that (electrical)… Some of my friends 
are pretty neutral about it (some thought I’d get either really butch or really 
feminine when I started). (Apprentice, female, nontraditional) 
 

While such responses signal the powerful gender norms that continue to be 
perpetuated by today’s youth, reactions of surprise, disbelief, and/or amusement 
seemed in most cases to be transitory. Some expressed pleasure and pride in 
having a friend who was doing something nontraditional for their gender. Friends 
were also a key factor in helping young people pursing nontraditional pathways to 
build resilience and deal with less positive reactions to their choice. There were, 
however, exceptions to this: 
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Your mates are the ones who would frown at you wanting to do something 
different… If guys want to do design it’s there for them to do but your mates 
push you into [gender- specific] classes. (Ex-trainee, female) 
 

This fits with Osgood’s et al., (2006) research which suggests that: 
 

Stereotypical views held by teenagers at a crucial stage of adolescent 
development, when they are seeking to construct ‘acceptable’ and normative 
constructions of gender identity combined with neoliberal, individualistic 
‘freedom of choice’ approaches to equal opportunities has resulted in persistent 
gendered attitudes and experiences of work. (p. 318) 
 

The influence of peers on those pursuing nontraditional pathways 
A peer could be described as any young person an individual interacts with in 
a learning and/or social environment (such as classmates, fellow trainees, sport 
team members, etc.). Young people in nontraditional pathways tend to be 
surrounded by peers of the opposite sex, and how these peers respond can 
influence whether or not the individual develops a sense of legitimacy about their 
choice. Consider the following two quotes in which two young women describe their 
expectations about how women in nontraditional pathways might be treated and 
perceived:  
 

If I went into woodwork I probably would have got teased, and [it would have] 
undermined me. (Senior secondary student, female, traditional) 
 
But you kind of got the impression [from other students, particularly boys] that if 
you did furniture you were a hard bitch or something – you were really tough 
because it was a guy’s thing. (Senior secondary student, female, nontraditional) 
 

Thus peers, more so than friends, were likely to rely on stereotypes when attempting 
to make sense of young people’s nontraditional pathway choices: 
 

Interviewee one:  The boys thought we were there [in woodwork class] as 
a joke. 

 
Interviewee two:  The first time we showed up to class it was pretty crazy. All 

the boys were going ‘What is she doing here?’ but I was in 
that class last year as well. (Senior secondary student, 
female, nontraditional) 

 
Disapproval can be motivating as well as offputting, as feedback workshop 
participants discussed: 
 

Participant one:  Some people didn’t approve so I did things to prove them 
wrong. Most people approved though. 

 
Interviewer:  Has anyone else found that disapproval motivated you? 
 
Participant two: It motivated me to do my advanced trade once I’m qualified. 

I wanted to do it maybe 60 percent anyway. Even though I’ve 
already done three years, people don’t see it as enough. 
They see me as a one-minute wonder. If I do two more years 
people will take me more seriously. 
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