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Executive Summary

Project-based organizations increasingly recognize the importance of addressing gender
inequality. While existing literature extensively examines the dimensions of sexism and their
impacts within project-based organizations, there remains an unexplored area: the study of
gender equality interventions and their outcomes. In this document we describe the specific
dimensions of sexism that women experience within project-based organizations, the strategies
that project-based organizations have implemented to combat gender inequality, and the
impact—positive, negative, null, or unclear—these interventions have had. By investigating these
aspects, we provide valuable insights into gender equality in project-based contexts.

To achieve this, we conducted a systematic literature review, drawing publications from Scopus
journals and analyzing them using the context-intervention-mechanism-outcome (CIMO)
approach, identifying interventions, mechanisms, and outcomes. We then conducted

69 semistructured interviews with employees of project-based organizations from the United
Kingdom, Italy, Mexico, and Kazakhstan, identifying recurring patterns that determine the
effectiveness or ineffectiveness of these interventions through a thematic analysis. Our study
shows that empirical evidence showcasing the effectiveness of measures against gender
inequality in projects is scarce.

Our findings show that gender-equality interventions can be categorized into (1) structural
interventions, (2) mentorship and support programs, (3) training, (4) work-life balance policies,
(5) signaling interventions, (6) organization culture shifts, (7) laws and regulations, and (8) health
and safety programs. The five main mechanisms explaining how the different measures against
gender inequality are effective are: raising awareness, enhancing transparency, incentivizing
stakeholders, eliminating perceptual barriers, and shifting mentalities. Our research shows that
while some interventions are generally more effective than others, the outcome of an intervention
is influenced by individuals’ perceptions of the experience rather than the intervention itself.
Therefore, project-based organizations need to ensure that interventions are implemented in a
way that aligns with the intended outcomes. By doing so, they can minimize any discomfort or
dissonance in the workforce that might otherwise result in negative outcomes.
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Introduction

Gender equality is a key element of sustainability,
representing the fifth United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goal (SDGQ). It also relates to the eighth
SDG sustainable development goal of “decent work and
economic growth,” which “promotes sustained, inclusive
and sustainable economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work for all.” In this research,
we refer to gender inequality as defined by the
European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) (2016): “the
legal, social and cultural situation in which sex and/or
gender determine different rights and dignity for women
and men, which are reflected in their unequal access to
or enjoyment of rights, as well as the assumption of
stereotyped social and cultural roles.” Gender equality is
therefore an umbrella term for all other terms that refer
to discrimination against women in different contexts.
The two specific terms we chose to include in our
search for literature are “sexism” and “gender bias.” This
has been done to cover a broader range of studies. EIGE
defines gender bias as “prejudiced actions or thoughts
based on the gender-based perception that women are
not equal to men in rights and dignity.” Sexism includes
“actions or attitudes that discriminate against people
based solely on their gender.” In our literature review, we
consider sources that refer to any of these terms to
cover a broader range of studies.

Although different interventions are in place for
addressing gender inequality in project-based
organizations and particularly construction, there is no
systematic analysis on which intervention exists, which
works, which does not, and the reason behind them.
The knowledge on this topic in scientific literature is
anecdotal, incomplete, and scattered in different fields
and journals. This research aims to address the gap by
identifying relevant interventions, developing a
taxonomy, evaluating their effectiveness, and
uncovering the underlying factors that contribute to
their outcomes. This will contribute to deriving clear
guidelines and strategies on how barriers and
challenges for women in project-based organizations
can be addressed.

Research Questions and
Objectives

Specifically, this research project aims to examine the
effectiveness of gender equality interventions in
project-based organizations. We will answer two
research questions (RQ):

RQ1: What interventions do project-based organizations
use to deal with gender inequality?

RQ2: Which interventions are effective, and which are
not, and why?

Research Frame: Concepts
and Brief Literature Review

How Does Gender Inequality Manifest
in Project-Based Organizations?

Construction, engineering, mining, property,
consultancy, and information and communications
technology can be labeled as project based, although
nowadays more and more industries choose to operate
through projects (Bredin, 2008; Crawford et al., 2013).
Project-based organizations are largely male dominated
(Baker et al.,, 2021). This is despite the positive effects of
more women in project-based organizations having
been proven to improve team works dynamics and
ultimately the profitability/economics (Baker et al., 2019)
(see Table 1). Gender inequality in project-based
organizations manifests itself in different ways,
including underrepresentation of women (Afolabi et al.,
2019), glass ceiling and vertical segregation (Regis

et al., 2019), leaky pipeline (Aboagye-Nimo et al., 2019),
no access to informal network (Baker & French, 2018),
sexual harassment (Rubin et al., 2018), pay gap (Afolabi
& Akinola, 2021), and gender stereotypes (Galea et al.,
2020). The Project Management Institute (PMI) report
on Project Management Job Growth and Talent Gap
(2017) states that project-based organizations are
challenged by skill shortages and recommends that
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Table 1. Women Representation in Different Sectors and Countries

% Women in

% Women in

% Women in

% Women in

% Women in

Construction

Engineering

Property

Mining

Tech

USA 11% (2022) 17% (2021) 48% (2019) 15% (2021) 26% (2023)
(Baker and Clegg, (Baker and Clegg, (Baker and Clegg, (International (CompTIA, 2023)
2023) 2023) 2023) Energy Agency,
2023)
EU 9% (2020) 35% (2020) - 10% (2021) 22% (2022)
(Baker and Clegg, (Baker et al., 2021) (International (Blumberg et al.,
2023) Energy Agency, 2023)
2023)
UK 14% (2022) 16% (2022) 54% (2020) 20% (2021) 28% (2023)
(Baker and Clegg, (Baker and Clegg, (Baker and Clegg, (International (Women in Tech,
2023) 2023) 2023) Energy Agency, 2023)
2023)
Australia 25.9% (2021) 11% (2022) 48.7% (2021) 18% (2021) 31% (2021)
(Baker and Clegg, (Baker and Clegg, (Baker and Clegg, (International (Deloitte, 2023)
2023) 2023) 2023) Energy Agency,
2023)
Global 10.9% (2022) - - 16% (2022) 28% (2023)
(U.S. Bureau of (Baker et al., 2021) (Women in Tech,
Labor Statistics, 2023)
2023)

improving gender diversity to leverage female
participation could meet this demand, and, at the same
time, improve team and organizational performance
and competitiveness (Baker & Clegg, 2023). The
consequences of gender inequality for women working
in project-based organizations are mental health and
well-being related impacts, lower performance and
efficacy, and high turnover rates (Jones et al., 2016).

To address gender inequality, project-based
organizations apply different gender equality
interventions to create a more equitable workplace by
promoting fairness, inclusivity, and equal opportunities
for all genders. This can foster a more diverse and
supportive environment for their teams and employees.
Examples of such interventions include human resource
initiatives such as targeted recruitment and promotions,
training and development, remuneration and
succession planning, and work-life initiatives such as
workplace flexibility arrangements (Baker & Clegg,
2023). These interventions can take various forms, such
as awareness campaigns, legislative reforms, inclusive
hiring practices, gender-sensitivity training, and
mentorship programs, all working toward creating a
more equitable and just society. Yet, there is extremely

limited literature on these interventions, and even less
on their effectiveness. Indeed, some gender equality
interventions not only can be useless but also harmful,
worsening the situation: the “Cobra effect” or “negative
spillover” (Baker & French, 2018).

Existing Gender Equality Interventions
in Project-Based Organizations

The literature suggests successful gender equality
interventions that have been applied or
recommendations of interventions to be applied in
project-based organizations.

The presence of women in male-dominated executive
positions enables them to mentor and provide additional
opportunities for other women in the company to
navigate through their career successfully. Data show
that this practice may increase the likelihood of women
reaching middle-management positions by 56% (Hickey
et al., 2022). No matter what position women employees
hold in the company, they often take long-term leave for
family reasons such as maternity leave, childcare, and
caring for elderly family members, contributing to the
so-called “leaky pipeline” (Bartel et al., 2021). This
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situation hinders career advancement, particularly for
women, and calls for companies to implement targeted,
ad hoc measures. To alleviate work-family conflict, many
organizations adopt human resource policies aimed at
improving work-life balance. Althammer et al. (2021)
reference a Mindfulness-Based Intervention (MBI),
originally developed by Michel et al. (2014), as a
cognitive-emotional segmentation strategy. They
emphasize that smart working can enhance women’s
well-being and mindfulness by enabling them to
mentally disconnect from work, even when it remains
integrated into their daily routines. Weigel et al. (2020)
also explore the issue of work-life balance, highlighting
the role of flexible work arrangements. These include
adaptable schedules, opportunities to align professional
and family responsibilities, financial support, assistance
for individuals returning after career breaks, and
telecommuting options. These, in conjunction with the
above-mentioned family-friendly policies, reduce stress
and improve working mothers’ retention (Stamarski &
Son Hing, 2015).

Another significant factor leveraged to raise women’s
awareness and motivation is the implementation of
equal pay plans. According to Adam’s Equity Theory of
Motivation (Adams, 1963), individuals’ motivation at
work is driven largely by their sense of fairness. Women
who know they are underpaid compared to men
performing the same job feel less appreciated.
Consequently, they would naturally “give less” at work,
which could be detrimental to the overall company’s
results (Awaworyi et al., 2019). Moreover, according to
Chamberlin and Plant (2023), and in a broader context,
an effective way of fighting gender inequalities is
through activism, as historical events have already
shown, like the suffragette movement or the #MeToo
movement.

Pinto et al. (2017) suggested that gender inequality
could be reduced by increasing awareness and
encouraging diversity in the selection process when
they explored the gender bias in the selection process
for project managers. The study found that male
candidates were often preferred over female
candidates, even when their qualifications and
experience were similar. According to Henderson and
Stackman (2010), interventions aimed at challenging
gender stereotypes and promoting diversity can help to
create a more inclusive project management
environment particularly effective in addressing how
stereotypes influence the roles and responsibilities
assigned to women in project management, particularly
concerning leadership roles.

Methodology

Research Design

The research design has three main phases: The first is to
leverage the CIMO approach to conduct a systematic
review and extract evidence regarding gender equality
interventions. Design-oriented research synthesis,
implemented with CIMO, is an approach to systematic
literature review in which empirical evidence concerning
the study phenomenon is systematically synthesized from
existing research (Briner & Denyer, 2012). The design is
especially relevant in situations where, as in this research,
empirical research and evidence of the study
phenomenon are scattered across a broad range of
publication outlets within different disciplines (Denyer

et al,, 2008). To identify the papers for the CIMO analysis,
we targeted Scopus, the largest peer-reviewed publication
database. We utilized a keyword-based approach and
identified 72 articles after performing four rounds of
keyword-based research on Scopus (see Figure 1).

In the second phase, given the topic’s novelty, we
conducted exploratory, qualitative research. Considering
(1) the aims of the research (2) the nature of the research
(3) the time and budget available, we performed 69
semistructured interviews. The selection criteria for the
interviewees were: employment in a project-based
organization for at least one year in direct involvement
with project work. The targeted countries for these
interviews were ltaly, the United Kingdom, Kazakhstan,
and Mexico. These countries have similar rankings in the
Global Gender Gap Index 2024: United Kingdom (0.78),
Mexico (0.77), Kazakhstan (0.71), and Italy (0.7). All four
countries have made legislative efforts to promote
gender equality and have seen improvements in women’s
education and health but still face challenges with
gender pay gaps and underrepresentation in leadership
roles (Pal et al., 2024). While these countries share
similarities, the extent of gender equality varies. The
United Kingdom ranks high in educational attainment and
health but faces challenges in political empowerment.
ltaly has made strides in health and education but lags in
economic participation and political empowerment.
Kazakhstan shows moderate performance with room for
improvement in political empowerment and economic
participation. Mexico has strengths in health and
education but needs to improve economic participation
and political empowerment (The World Economic Forum,
2024). The interview guide was developed based on the
findings from the CIMO analysis. We aimed to investigate
the reasons behind interventions being effective or
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Article analysis using
CIMO-logic
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Scopus-indexed journals

—[ Keyword-based search ]
/

Article search process \
2,062 articles
—
—
Abstract reading, using inclusion
criteria and traffic light coding
279 articles
Article review process
Full paper reading, using inclusion
criteria and binary coding
— .
— 72 articles

—[ Using CIMO-logic for article analysis ]
4
~

)If

280 interventions identified

—
_—
_—
—
——(

56 positives

8 negatives

33 nulls

19 unclear

164 not stated

N~ S

Figure 1. Article search, review, and analysis process.

ineffective as well as the enablers and barriers to
applying them from the participants’ perspective. The
interviewees were contacted via an email or a LinkedIn
message containing a brief explanation of the research
project. Upon agreement of a date and time, the
interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams.

In the third phase, after analyzing the selected articles
and interview results, we ran two virtual focus groups in
September 2023 and March 2024, each with 10 to

15 participants, to validate the strategies. The purpose
of the focus group was to reach a consensus on which
gender equality interventions work or do not work in
different contexts, why this is the case, and what can
be done to overcome these challenges.

Data Analysis

Once we gathered the 72 articles that we deemed valid for
our research, we applied a CIMO-logic analysis to them.
Often used in design-oriented research, CIMO-logic is a
qualitative research approach. This approach allowed us to
study the articles in a structured and targeted way that
allows for structured and targeted analysis. As its letters
suggest, CIMO exposes how, in a given context [C],
interventions [I], through certain mechanisms [M] can lead
to an outcome [O] (Denyer et al., 2008). In our case, CIMO-
logic studied how in a geographical and sectorial context of
a project-based organization, certain interventions that
tackle gender inequalities are actively applied, to trigger
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mechanism, that lead to intended outcomes. To that end,
we decided to divide the [C] category into geographical
context and sectoral context, and the [O] category into
intended outcome and effective outcome.

The interviews were analyzed through a thematic
analysis on the Atlas.ti software. Thematic analysis is a
method used in qualitative research to identify, analyze,
and report patterns (or themes) within data. It involves
examining a data set—such as interview transcripts—
and systematically identifying recurring ideas, topics, or
concepts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The scripts were
coded on a paragraph-by-paragraph basis, using an
initial codebook continuously updated throughout the
process. This approach aimed to capture the
perspectives of different interviewees on the same

topic, highlighting both their similarities and differences.

Data collected at the final stage (focus groups) was
also analyzed through a thematic analysis focusing on
gender equality interventions and their effectiveness
from the participants’ perspective.

Primary Results and
Discussion of Findings

This section presents the most interesting findings from
this research, including: (1) dimensions of gender inequality
in project-based organizations, (2) gender equality
interventions in project-based organizations, and

(3) effective and ineffective gender equality interventions in
project-based organizations, and the reasons behind them.

Dimensions of Gender Inequality

Based on the theoretical background and our findings,
we identified a list of 10 subcategories for the different
dimensions of gender inequality:

1. Glass Ceiling: The unseen yet unbreachable limit
that prevents women from advancing to the highest
levels of leadership and management within an
organization, despite having the necessary
qualifications and experience.

2. Glass Walls: The challenges that women face in
moving laterally within a company. These barriers
can prevent employees from transferring to different
departments or taking on varied roles often
necessary for gaining the diverse experience
required for upward mobility. For example, women
may hold high-level management positions but
remain confined to support functions, preventing
them from reaching even higher roles.

3. Leaky Pipeline: Refers to the phenomenon of women
leaving their careers due to personal circumstances,
such as maternity or other caring responsibilities.

4. Male Behavior: A set of behaviors exhibited by men
to assert superiority or exclude women.

5. Gender Pay Gap: The disparity where women earn
less than men for comparable work.

6. Sexual Harassment: Inappropriate behavior of a
sexual nature.

7. Gender Stereotypes: Preconceived notions and
beliefs about women’s characteristics, roles, and
behaviors.

8. Underrepresentation of Women: The situation
where women are inadequately or
disproportionately less represented.

9. Barriers to Entry in Male-Dominated Sectors:
Obstacles that discourage women from entering
industries predominantly dominated by men.

10. Female Behavior: Set of behaviors carried out by
women to “fit in” within the industry and work harder
to demonstrate that their presence in the industry is
purposeful.

These elements were both extracted from the literature
review and the interviews. The frequencies of these
elements being mentioned through both sources are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Dimensions of Gender Inequality in
Project-Based Organizations

% of
% of Articles Interviewees
Citing the Citing the
Dimension Element Element
Glass Ceiling 25% 62%
Glass Walls 18% 1%
Leaky Pipeline 14% 45%
Male Behavior 40% 58%
Gender Pay Gap 14% 52%
Sexual Harassment 21% 25%
Gender Stereotypes 40% 68%
Underrepresentation 29% 54%
of Women
Barriers to Entry in 50% 29%
Male-Dominated
Sectors
Female Behavior 10% 32%
— Project Management Institute (PMI) P"
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Figure 2. Effect of gender inequality on women in project-based organizations.

The interviewees mentioned how gender inequality
affected them. We categorized these consequences
into six main groups (see Figure 2). Only a few articles
discussed the effect of gender inequality on women.

According to Ackrill et al. (2017), women face significant
challenges due to gender inequality in various sectors.
One of the primary issues is the barriers to entry,
particularly in male-dominated fields like construction.
Women often lack access to key hiring networks, and the
industry is perceived as a hostile environment due to its
overwhelmingly masculine workforce, arduous working
conditions, and long-hours culture. Informal recruitment
networks further exclude women, making it difficult for
them to enter and remain in the sector. Additionally,
women often feel the need to prove themselves more
than their male counterparts. This pressure leads them
to change their behavior, becoming more assertive or
adopting harsher communication styles. This is partly
because women are sometimes accepted into sectors
not for their abilities but for administrative reasons
related to positive discrimination, which makes them feel
uncomfortable and leads them to alter their attitudes to
better fit their roles (Wang et al., 2021).

The behavior of men in male-dominated industries also
contributes to gender inequality. These industries are
often characterized by a macho culture that is overly
masculine and non-inclusive, with a higher tolerance for
behaviors that may be perceived as sexual harassment,
bullying, and discrimination. This creates a challenging
environment for women, particularly in manual trades
(Simon & Clarke, 2016; Wright & Conley, 2018).

Gender stereotypes further perpetuate inequality.
Women are often perceived as riskier hiring choices than
men and are stereotyped into certain roles, such as
makeup and costume work. In fields like engineering,
which are considered masculine, both parents and girls

themselves often underestimate girls’ technical abilities
(Coles & Eikhof, 2021; Gaikwad & Pandey, 2022). These

stereotypes limit opportunities for women and reinforce
existing biases, making it harder for them to succeed in
various industries.

Gender Equality Interventions in
Project-Based Organizations

We categorized our 280 interventions from CIMO articles
into eight subcategories under the intervention category
macro-category using a thematical analysis approach
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 69 interviewees mention a
total of 240 interventions (see Figure 3). We divided them
into the same categories used for the articles.
Frequencies with which these elements were mentioned
through both sources are presented in Table 3.

Each of these categories of interventions can support
gender equality. We refer to these in our research as
mechanisms. The mechanism in this context “is
triggered by the intervention, in a certain context, by
indicating why the intervention produces a certain
outcome. It can be an explanation of the cognitive
processes (reasoning) that actors use to choose their
response to the intervention and their ability (resources)
to put the intervention into practice, that in a certain
context is triggered by the intervention” (Costa et al,,
2018, p. 259). The mechanism triggered by the
application of the intervention is the very core reason for
how an intervention works. Among the 280 interventions
that we found in the 72 articles, exactly 50% had a stated
mechanism. This could suggest that the interventions
were stated without explaining the way they practically
work. Furthermore, only 10% of total interventions have
their mechanism stated without a stated intended or
actual outcome. Of the 240 interventions extracted from
the interviews, 186 had a stated mechanism, and we
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Structural interventions are proactive activities at the administrative level that aim to manage
the internal structures to reduce gender inequalities.

Training interventions are organized educational programs, workshops, or courses designed
with the aim of raising awareness, enhancing knowledge and skills related to gender equality
issues, biases, and inclusivity in the workplace or society.

Mentorship and support program interventions are a relationship established between a more
experienced individual (mentor) and a less experienced individual (mentee) with the aim of
supporting women'’s professional growth and advancement in a structured and supportive way.

Work-life balance interventions are policies and activities designed to improve the balance
between employees’ working and personal lives.

Signaling program interventions are actions that publicly demonstrate a company’s
commitment to advancing gender equality.

Laws and regulations are established by governmental bodies to regulate gender equality.
They’re the only type of intervention that is mandatory on companies as it is imposed by the
government, rather than driven by internal or voluntary factors.

Organizational culture interventions are initiatives inside the company that have the aim of
promoting a new organizational culture that fosters gender equality.

Health and safety interventions are comprehensive ranges of physical and mental well-being
initiatives addressing specific health needs and challenges faced by women in the workplace,
ensuring their overall health and wellness are prioritized.

\_
Figure 3. Gender equality intervention categories.
Table 3. Gender Equality Interventions Implemented in Project-Based Organizations

Interventions Literature Review Interviews

# of % over total # of % over total

interventions interventions interventions interventions
Structural Interventions 96 34% 38 16%
Training 46 16% 47 20%
Mentorship and Support Programs | 45 16% 32 13%
Work-Life Balance Programs 30 11% 37 15%
Signaling Interventions 15 5% 8 3%
Laws and Regulations 25 9% 6 3%
Organizational Culture 13 5% 43 18%
Health and Safety Programs 10 4% 28 12%
Other Interventions 0 0% 1 0%
Total Interventions 280 100% 240 100%

— Project Management Institute (PMI)
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Figure 4. Mechanisms of interventions based on literature review and interviews.

classified them into the same five categories used for
the articles. Figure 4 presents the distribution of
mechanisms for interventions identified through the
literature review and interviews.

Effective and Ineffective Gender
Equality Interventions in Project-Based
Organizations Based on Literature
Review and Interviews

We classified interventions into four different
categories: interventions with a positive outcome,
interventions with a negative outcome, interventions
with a null outcome, and interventions with an unclear
outcome. To do so, only interventions with a stated
actual outcome have been considered, as we
considered all intended outcomes to be positive.

Interventions with a positive outcome are those that
have either achieved their intended outcome or resulted
in a different outcome that was still beneficial to the
project-based organization without causing a collateral
negative outcome simultaneously. Interventions with a
negative outcome are interventions that not only failed
to achieve their intended outcome (or any other positive
outcome) but also had a negative impact on women.
Interventions with a null outcome are interventions that
did not have either a positive or a negative impact on
the project-based organization. Interventions with an
unclear outcome are interventions that do not belong to
either of the previously cited categories. This includes

11

interventions that had both positive and negative
effects, or interventions that are difficult to evaluate.

Among the 280 interventions we found, 57% have a stated
intended outcome, 41% have a stated actual outcome, and
only 18% have both intended and actual outcomes.

Effective and Ineffective Gender
Equality Interventions in Project-Based
Organizations Based on Findings From
Delphi Seminars

Our study involved two focus groups with a total of 20
participants. During these sessions, we presented the
findings from our literature review and interviews.
Subsequently, we engaged the participants in
discussions to evaluate the effectiveness of various
interventions based on their practical experience.

The most effective interventions mentioned were the
following:

* Gender pay-gap statutory reporting increases
accountability and drives action to advance gender
equality in the workplace.

e Using inclusive language when designing job
descriptions (particularly in the construction
industry) where some job advertisements seem to
have been originally written for a male audience,
without specifically saying so, and have never been
reviewed and modified.

Project Management Institute (PMI) p”
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* Interactive sessions (often called discussion series)
allow participants to explore various topics, including
gender bias, and are effective in raising awareness
about issues that are not typically discussed such as
comments or behaviors from men that may
unintentionally come across as discriminatory.

e Structured mentorship programs, where women are
put in contact with someone whom they might
otherwise not meet, allowing them to discuss
matters and challenges with their mentors without
being concerned that it will affect their day-to-day
work and professional relationships. Mentoring
women by male colleagues was especially
mentioned, but women supporting women is also
important because they better understand the
challenges.

Childcare policies that support not only mothers but
also fathers can indirectly empower women to return to
their careers by promoting shared parental
responsibilities. Interventions that were found to be
ineffective or less effective were the following:

e Having women in senior management roles does not
necessarily reduce gender inequality. In fact, it
depends on individuals and, in some instances, men
in senior roles can be more understanding and
supportive toward women.

* The 50% women/50% men policy is not always
effective because it is important that the right
person gets the job based on their competencies
and not only based on their gender. Promoting
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
subjects to schools is also not effective if only men
are representing the company, as the organization
needs to set an example by representing women in
such roles.

¢ While positive discrimination can compensate for
the time women lose due to maternity leave and
caring responsibilities, it can be counterproductive
as women’s success and career growth are
perceived as resulting from the quota rather than
their own hard work and accomplishments.

* Online gender-bias training, which is mandated by
many organizations, is not always effective as it is
more of a check-the-box exercises. Such training,
however, can be useful if it is in person and includes
time for discussions among staff.

* Women-only networks promoted by organizations
are perceived as “finger-pointing exercises.” Such
networks reinforce the idea that women need to

change their behavior and what they do to fit in,
rather than changing structures, policies, and
procedures to accommodate women. In addition,
these networks shut out 50% of women’s potential
allies (men).

* Flexible working policies are seen as more effective
for younger staff as it appears they are more
normalized and accepted among younger
employees than among senior staff.

The participants made the important point that
sometimes the intervention itself is intended to bring
about positive outcomes, but it is not effective if
managers do not support them or if they are not
accepted within the organization. So, the culture of the
organization, education, and internal buy-in are
important determinants for the effectiveness of
interventions. Participants also mentioned that while
training and mentorship are both important, unless
there are structural interventions in place, change will
not happen.

We would like to highlight the importance of positioning
diversity, as the starting point to equity can
inadvertently create environments where employees
from diverse backgrounds bear the additional burden of
transforming workplace culture. While promoting
diversity is crucial, it often leads to superficial changes
if not accompanied by genuine efforts to address
underlying systemic issues. When organizations focus
solely on hiring diverse candidates without creating an
inclusive and supportive environment, these employees
may find themselves responsible for driving cultural
change. This additional labor can be both exhausting
and demoralizing, as individuals endeavor to cultivate
an organizational environment that not only recruits
diverse candidates but also effectively supports and
retains them. Moreover, this approach can mask deeper
organizational problems related to equity, diversity, and
inclusion (EDI) without addressing these issues; the
presence of diverse leaders may be seen as a token
gesture rather than a meaningful commitment to equity.
This can lead to frustration and burnout among diverse
employees, who may feel unsupported and
undervalued. To truly achieve equity, organizations must
go beyond simply hiring diverse candidates. They need
to implement comprehensive EDI strategies that foster
an inclusive culture, address systemic barriers, and
provide ongoing support for all employees. This
includes creating policies and practices that promote
equity, offering training and development opportunities,
and ensuring that diverse voices are heard and valued
at all levels of the organization (Hudson, 2024).

Project Management Institute (PMI) P"
Sponsored Research Program  JENN\.



Table 4.

Interventions

Interventions With Positive and Negative Outcomes

Interventions with Positive Outcome

Interventions with Negative/

Null Outcome

Structural Interventions

* Increasing board and top management
team diversity

* Proactive recruitment policies

* Having a dedicated entity to monitor and

enhange gender equality

¢ Pink quotas
¢ 50-50 representation mandates

¢ Positive discrimination

Training Interventions

* Continuous professional development
trainings; soft skills

» Trainings focused on nature of subtle
biases and benefits of inclusive,
heterogeneous learning environments

* Leadership trainings
* Competence-focused trainings

* Mandatory online training on gender
bias (tick-a-box approach)

Mentorship and Support Programs

e Support networks
* Role models
* Mentoring programs

¢ Networks with a focus on social events

* Women-only networks

Work-Life Balance Programs

e Family-friendly arrangements

 Flexible working arrangements (mainly
effective for younger employees)

¢ Return-to-work schemes

* Bring-your-child-to-work
arrangements

Signaling Interventions

¢ Women critical mass

* Redesign of job adverts to encourage
applications from women

¢ Removal of gender from curriculum
vitae

Laws and Regulations

* Paid parental leave
* The Equality Act 2017

* 40% gender board quotas for public
sector

Organizational Culture

e Building an inclusive and positive culture
through setting clear corporate values
and practicing them

* Mass communication regarding gender
equality

Health and Safety Programs

¢ Sex-based harassment and
discrimination policies

* Mental well-being programs

e Setting reporting lines without
provision in place to address the
reported issue

Table 4 presents the most effective interventions
identified through the literature review, interviews, and

focus groups.

Implications for Practice

Intervention outcomes found in this research are
contrasting, and some were inconsistent as the same

intervention sometimes had different results. Despite
these discrepancies, some results were confirmed
multiple times and can offer valuable insights into

managers, policymakers, and professional bodies on

how to enhance gender equality in project-based

organizations.

Given that project-based organization managers play a
crucial role in selecting, shaping, and implementing
gender equality interventions, a deep understanding of
these interventions and their implications from their
perspective is fundamental.

Mentorship programs have shown positive outcomes,
with female interviewees particularly valuing work-life
balance interventions such as flexible hours and the
option to work from home. Combining different
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interventions is key to addressing gender inequality in
project-based organizations, as they target various
aspects of the issue. Training programs can be helpful,
but participant engagement should be evaluated.
These recommendations are generally applicable to all
project-based organizations, but they must consider
the unique nature of each project. For example,
construction companies may focus more on health and
safety, implement anonymous whistleblowing systems
for harassment, and ensure proper conditions for
women on worksites. Thoughtfully designed
interventions, tailored to individual experiences, can
maximize positive outcomes.

Another crucial factor is the synergy created by
combining various interventions. By addressing different
dimensions of inequality, organizations can make
meaningful progress toward gender equality.
Organizations that implement multiple strategies to
promote diversity and inclusion can avoid the pitfalls of a
diversity-only or diversity-first approach, which often
fails to address necessary cultural shifts. When an
organization focuses solely on increasing diversity
without fostering an inclusive culture, it risks creating an
environment where new hires from diverse backgrounds
do not feel welcomed, valued, or supported. This can
lead to high turnover rates, as these employees may
leave due to a lack of belonging or opportunities for
growth. By implementing a combination of strategies,
such as mentorship programs, work-life balance
initiatives, and training courses on inclusivity,
organizations can create a more supportive and inclusive
environment. These strategies help to address various
dimensions of diversity and inclusion, ensuring that new
hires not only join the organization but also thrive within
it. For example, mentorship programs can provide
guidance and support to new employees, helping them
navigate the workplace and develop their careers.
Work-life balance initiatives can help employees manage
their personal and professional responsibilities, reducing
stress and increasing job satisfaction.

Different types of organizations can adopt these
recommendations. Construction-based companies,
which often require on-site presence, should prioritize
health and safety programs. Given that women are
more vulnerable to worksite harassment, implementing
anonymous whistleblowing systems across all
organizations can empower women to report
inappropriate behavior. Moreover, conditions for women

on construction sites, such as restroom facilities,
equipment availability, and safety protocols, deserve
attention.

It is important for project-based organizations within
the construction sector to acknowledge that due to the
nature of project work, and the high turnover of
employees in this sector, organizations often find it
difficult to establish a solid company culture, which
prevents well-intended interventions from becoming
fully effective. Another factor is the high number of
project stakeholders from different companies and
even countries, which makes it difficult to embed a
culture that represents a specific value.

In IT-based companies, offering mandatory skill
development courses specifically tailored for women
can help bridge existing skill gaps. Since the pool of
female candidates is relatively smaller, targeted training
can enhance their qualifications.

Professional bodies can contribute by providing
educational courses on the history and dimensions of
gender equality, emphasizing its significance and
consequences. Finally, policymakers should shift their
focus away from rigid gender quotas (often referred to
as “pink quotas”) and instead prioritize mandatory
training, mentorship programs, and relevant events. By
embedding these changes deeply into organizational
culture, we can move beyond mere statistics and foster
lasting transformation.

Limitations and
Future Research

Given that gender interventions in project-based
organizations are still relatively new, our research takes
an exploratory and normative approach. Future
investigations should examine individual interventions
and their mechanisms through in-depth case studies or
longitudinal analysis. Such studies will help reveal the
long-term effects and the interplay of various
interventions. Additionally, it is important to explore how
organizational policies are embedded into practices
that foster gender equality and inclusivity. By examining
the implementation and outcomes of specific policies,
we can gain actionable insights for developing more
inclusive work environments.
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It is also vital to broaden research by incorporating data
from other regions, as well as focusing on under-
represented groups such as men in women-dominated
fields, people of color, and members of the LGBTQIA+
community. These groups may face distinct forms of
discrimination compared to cisgender women.
Conducting sector-specific studies in various regions
will help shed light on the unique challenges these
groups face across different industries.
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