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ABstrAct

Most job functions, tasks and professions are gendered as either ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. On 
the basis of two empirical studies of women in ‘men’s jobs’ and men in ‘women’s jobs’ the ar-
ticle shows how societal ideas about and relations between gender and work affect the way in 
which individual women and men develop their identities and hereby influence women’s and 
men’s work orientations and working life. Thus, the article provides a greater understanding of 
the gendering processes which contribute to the creation of gender segregation in the Danish 
labour market.
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The Danish labour market is highly gender-segregated1; it appears as one of the most 
gender-segregated labour markets in the EU (Emerek & Holt 2008; 28). This is 
mainly due to the horizontal segregation, i.e. the fact that women and men are em-

ployed in different sectors and professional fields and with different tasks. But how 
can we explain the continuing reproduction of this segregation? Why do men become 
craftsmen and IT experts, while women become nurses, secretaries and educators? These 
issues are the main theme of this article. The purpose of the article is to shed light on the 
way in which societal and cultural constructions of and relations between gender and 
tasks/professional fields are affecting the thoughts and actions of individual women and 
men in work life. And thus to obtain a deeper understanding of how the gender division 
is continuously being created through women’s and men’s development of gendered 
identities in relation to work. 

The first paragraph outlines a number of figures and central concepts regarding the 
gender-segregated Danish labour market, with a special focus on the horizontal segrega-
tion. The next section presents a theoretical view that explains the horizontal segrega-
tion in relation to constructions of and relationships between jobs, gender and identity. 
On the basis of two empirical studies of women in ‘men’s jobs’ and men in ‘women’s 
jobs’ the remaining part of the article illustrates and discusses how societal conceptions 
about gender and work influence women’s and men’s development of identity in relation 
to work and working life in four gendered professions. 
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the gender-segregated danish labour market 

Significant changes have occurred in the Danish labour market during the last 40-50 
years – for instance there has been a dramatic increase in women’s participation and 
involvement in the labour market. Danish women’s participation is among the highest in 
the world; thus, today women constitute 47% of all employees in Denmark (Emerek & 
Holt 2008; 28). Although today Danish women participate in the labour market almost 
as much as men, they are working in other parts of the labour market, with other tasks 
and in other job functions. Thus, at the beginning of the new millennium, the Danish 
labour market is still highly gender-segregated (Holt et al. 2006 Emerek & Holt 2008).

The gender segregation in the labour market has both a horizontal and a vertical as-
pect. Horizontal segregation refers to a systematic distribution of women and men in dif-
ferent sectors, different professional fields and different job functions, even within the same 
workplace and profession (Dahlerup 1989: 14). The term thus refers to the fact that the 
labour market is to a great extent divided into “jobs for women” and “jobs for men” - that 
certain professions are particularly dominated by and associated with one sex – for ex-
ample fireman, craftsman (‘male jobs’) or midwife, nurse (‘female jobs’). These jobs are also 
called ‘one-gendered’ jobs (Dahlerup 1989). A distinctive feature of the gender division is 
the fact that often a higher status and more prestige will be attached to what men are doing 
(Dahlerup 1989, Kold 1997), which is also reflected in the fact that ‘male jobs’ are often 
better paid than ‘female jobs’ (Warming 2007, Udsen, 2008). Vertical segregation refers to 
segregation within the hierarchy of the labour market and specific workplaces (Dahlerup 
1989; 14); i.e. the fact that women will typically rank lower in the hierarchy concerning 
pay, opportunities for promotion, mobility and chances to enhance qualifications in their 
jobs than men. For instance, many types of ‘women’s jobs’ have traditionally been ‘assis-
tance’ to men’s jobs; secretaries as assistants to the executives, nurses as assistants to doc-
tors, etc. In addition, vertical gender segregation is often integrated in the horizontal gender 
segregation. In many cases, the horizontal segregation is tilting upwards at the men’s side, 
because more often than women, men are employed in industries, professional fields and 
job functions from which there is upward mobility and opportunities for further qualifica-
tion. Even with the same education and in the same workplace, men are typically being 
assigned the work tasks with the most prestige. This phenomenon is called ‘sliding gender 
segregation’ in the workplace (Dahlerup 1989, Holt et al., 2006, Bloksgaard 2009a).

Although the latest analyses of the development of the gender segregation in the Dan-
ish labour market show that in several ways this is changing, there still seems to be a 
general trend towards strong occupational gender segregation. This is mainly due to the 
horizontal segregation. While movement has been recorded in the vertical segregation in 
the Danish labour market – today women more often become leaders - the horizontal seg-
regation has remained largely unchanged over the last 10 years (Holt et al., 2006 Emerek 
& Holt 2008). Women are over-represented in the regions and municipalities, while men 
are over-represented within the State and the private sector – 80% of all men are employed 
in the private sector, while 40% of all women are employed in the regional/municipal sec-
tor. Women are primarily employed in occupations that are characterised by clerical work 
and care, while men are employed in the craft sector (Holt et al. 2006: 11). To describe 
the degree of segregation in a particular discipline, the following terms are useful: ‘highly 
gender-dominated professions’’ (one sex accounts for 80% or more of the workforce), 
‘gender-dominated professions’ (one sex accounts for 20-39% ) and ‘gender-mixed’ pro-
fessions (one sex accounts for 40-60%) (Emerek & Holt 2008). Emerek and Holt show 
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that the shares of both women and men employed in gender-mixed professions are about 
5% higher in 2007 than in 1997. The main tendency is still clear, however: Only a quar-
ter of the men and nearly one-third of the women in the Danish labour force worked in 
gender-mixed professions in 2007 (Emerek & Holt 2008; 40). Thus, there must still be 
said to be ‘work for men’ and ‘work for women’ in the Danish labour market.

constructions of job, gender and identity 

The gender segregation of the Danish labour market has long historical roots, but is 
not only a token of a historical backlog; it is also being actively created in processes 
today. Among other things, it may be understood as something which is being created 
as part of individual women’s and men’s development of identity in relation to work. 
Within gender research the social constructivist perspective has been gaining acceptance 
over a number of years. Concurrently, there has been a tendency to move away from 
seeing gender as something essentialistic, i.e. as something one ‘is’. Instead, gender is 
understood as something that is continuously being ‘done’ or negotiated in relations 
between people (West & Zimmerman 1987, Kvande 1995, Christensen 2001). Based 
on such an understanding, gender becomes something complex and changeable; women 
and men can develop one gender identity of several possible – it becomes relevant to 
talk about several masculinities and femininities (cf. e.g. Connell 1995, Christensen & 
Larsen 2003). So, according to this perspective, you can be a man or a woman in several 
different ways; but at the same time it is a central thought that women and men develop 
their masculine or feminine identities in relation to cultural ideas and ideals about gen-
der – i.e. the conceptions which exist at any time on what ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ 
“are”. For example, men are typically considered to be rational, powerful and physi-
cally strong, while women are considered to be emotional, caring, and physically weak. 
The images constructed of women and men, respectively, are built on a dichotomy, i.e. 
they are reciprocally exclusive. In addition, male qualities are often assessed higher than 
feminine qualities (Hirdman 1988, 1990, Connell 1995, Kvande 1995). In continuation 
of these cultural ideas about gender, there are very specific frameworks as to how we - as 
women or men - can act if we want to be perceived as meaningful in society. This is be-
cause certain forms of behaviour are seen as ‘appropriate’ or ‘inappropriate’ depending 
on whether you are a woman or man (West & Zimmerman 1987).

In the labour market, the notions of women’s and men’s qualities are being related 
to certain tasks and professions. Thus, most work tasks and jobs are gendered as either 
‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ and are therefore seen as especially suited for either men or 
women. Examples of jobs which are strongly gendered as masculine are fireman and 
policeman, while secretaries, educators and nurses are generally associated with various 
forms of femininity. The gendering is not given in advance; it is a social construction – al-
most any job can be characterised as either masculine or feminine by highlighting certain 
dimensions and by labelling these in a certain way (Alvesson & Billing 1999; 103). That 
the gender division is a social construction can be seen from the fact that it changes over 
time or varies in different societies and cultures. An example is the electricity profession 
which in Denmark is a highly gender-dominated male profession, while it in Romania 
is a gender-mixed profession (Bloksgaard 2009c). But when, in the labour market, we 
meet men as carpenters, police officers and executives and women as nurses, pedagogues 
and secretaries, the notion that the two sexes have different qualities and competences is 
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recreated and enhanced. And, in continuation of this, norms about what is appropriate 
work for women and men respectively are established.

Gender-(un)conventional job choices 

The construction of jobs, professions and tasks in terms of masculinity and feminin-
ity has a great impact on the way in which men and women are placed in the labour 
market and in organizations. Gender is something we as individuals think and do, for 
example in work life organizations, where symbols and ideas will, to a large extent, 
inform women and men about how they should live their (working) lives (Acker 1991, 
Gherardi 1994, Kvande 1995). Men and women identify with, orientate themselves to-
wards and find it natural to act upon the cultural conceptions of masculinity, femininity 
and work - or at least, in most cases, they do not directly break with these. When we 
choose education and work, our choices are therefore to a large extent made on the basis 
of what is meaningful in relation to our self-image and gender identity. Gender divisions 
help to strengthen the individual’s gender identity, since they confirm our conceptions 
of what a ‘real man’ and a ‘real woman’ are. And because the gender divisions help us 
to define this, both men and women may have a desire to maintain such divisions in the 
labour market.

Therefore, people who break with the established conceptions about appropriate 
and non-appropriate tasks for women and men may constitute a challenge both to their 
own sex and the other. Firstly, such ‘gender pattern breakers’ will often be met with scep-
ticism from their surroundings. Secondly, the individual woman and man who follows 
roads which are still seen as atypical for his/her sex, will be troubled by uncertainty in 
relation to whether they are sufficiently masculine or feminine. An important thing for 
men is, for example, to show signs of masculinity and avoid dealing too much with tasks 
that are seen as feminine – so, differentiating themselves from women is crucial in the 
development of masculinity (Williams 1991, Alvesson & Billing 1999).

women in ‘men’s jobs’ and men in ‘women’s jobs’

The following sections are based on two empirical studies: a comparative study among 
male nurses and female police officers (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004), and a study of men 
in the social and health care profession and women in the electricity profession (Bloks-
gaard 2009b, 2009c).

Men represent about 3.5% of the total number of nurses2 and just under 5% of 
employees in the social and health care profession3 in Denmark. Women represent about 
12% of the total Danish police force and less than 1% of members of the Danish Union 
of Electricians4. Nursing, the social and health care profession, the police force and the 
electricity profession are all examples of highly gender-dominated professions. In addi-
tion to this, all of these are also what might be called ‘especially gendered professions’: 
The image of the traditional nurse or of the social and health care employee is synony-
mous with femininity: care and motherliness. In the same way as the images of police 
officer and electrician are synonymous with masculinity: authority, power and physical 
strength and craftsmanship, physical strength and technical skills, respectively. These pro-
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fessions can therefore be regarded as particularly suitable for examining the mechanisms 
that maintain the gendered structures in the gender-segregated Danish labour market5.

The study Gender at Work. A qualitative study of male nurses’ and female police 
officers’ working life (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004) is based on interviews with a number 
of male nurses and female police officers. The study Male social and health care employ-
ees and female electricians – why not? (Bloksgaard 2009b) is based on interviews with 
upcoming, current and former male social and health care employees and female electri-
cians. And on interviews with a number of potential male social and health care employ-
ees and potential female electricians – these are included in order to illuminate barriers to 
and motivators for going into these professions among the ‘unconventional’ sex. It is on 
the stories of these women and men that the analyses in the following section are based.

A job for the opposite sex? 

The two studies show that all four professional fields are gendered, i.e. constructed and 
perceived as either masculine or feminine. This may probably prevent members of the 
‘non-traditional’ sex from orienting themselves towards and choosing the professions. 
That the gendering of the profession may be an essential explanation of the female 
dominance in the social and health care profession, is particularly evident from the 
interviews with the prospective male social and health care employees. These men were 
recruited at an information meeting in connection with the course ‘Real men wanted for 
work that makes sense’ for unemployed people6 – the course provides a tryout of three 
different types of job: home carer, social educator and hospital porter. I ask the men 
which of the three jobs they are interested in – Erik answers:

Erik: Mainly hospital porter. Or perhaps also social educator.
Int.: So you see yourself best in these jobs? Not in home care?
Erik:  It might be when you got to know it. I won’t rule it completely out…But it is not the 

jobs I’ve inclined most to earlier or know best….
Int.: Why do you think that is the job that will appeal least to you? 
Erik:  Well, I don’t know…I like going out and talking to people and I also have some elderly 

people in the company I keep and where I live. But as I said, I don’t know..?(laughs) 
To be quite honest; the other jobs may be more male jobs maybe…? 

Int. What is it about the home care that doesn’t appeal to you? 
Erik:  Well, there’s not really anything that speaks against it, I think..? But I guess one 

hasn’t thought about moving that way right? I’ll have to admit that I haven’t earlier 
(laughs). (Erik, potential social and health care employee) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

This and similar statements show that many of the unemployed men who are consider-
ing to attend the course are aiming at the training to become hospital porter or social 
educator whereas they indicate that home care does not appeal to them to the same 
extent. This in spite of the fact that many of the men are motivated to work with people, 
and it is difficult for them to identify concrete aspects of home care that do not appeal 
to them. The interview material suggests that men’s de-selection of home care as a job 
happens automatically; due to a perception that to work here ‘is not what men do’, they 
do not even consider this job as relevant.
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Several of the men employed in the social and health care profession and in nurs-
ing state that the job content — or what the surroundings believe is the job content – is 
perceived as ‘women’s work’. This idea is connected to the societal belief that women 
and men are born with different biological predispositions, and that for example women 
are born with a special ability to provide care. In continuation of this, a perception that 
care is not work for a man is created. Leif, former social and health care employee, 
explains:

“This job is taboo-breaking for many men: an older person whose private parts we need to 
wash, for instance. There are plenty of men in the ambulance service, and they also experi-
ence things that other people cannot cope with, but that is blood and so on. I think it is very 
much part of our upbringing, that women care for both girls and boys. You may think, what 
you want about that, but it is more natural that a woman washes women and men ,than for 
a man to do so!” (Leif, former social and health care employee) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

While the tasks of the ambulance service, which involves contact with blood, may be 
performed by a man, care is clearly associated with women. Men who are employed 
with this task or consider the job may therefore meet scepticism. Keld, social and health 
care employee, explains about reactions from his surroundings:

“They find it hard to swallow. ‘Can men really do that??’ They get a bit surprised. And 
a bit shy too, because they know that you are in close contact with the patient. It’s not a 
male job. It’s a soft job… A lot of my family and friends were surprise, when I chose it. 
They still think it’s a job for women and are surprised that a man can do the job and be so 
intimate with other human beings in a job. My parents are still having trouble understand-
ing it. They are saying: ‘Are you giving ladies a bath then??!’” (Keld, social and health care 
employee) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

Such reactions from the surroundings are instrumental to gendering the social and health 
care profession and nursing even more as feminine and may discourage men from seek-
ing employment in these professions. 

The two studies show that electricity jobs and the police are, in contrast, construct-
ed as jobs gendered as masculine. Several of the potential female electricians state that 
they have experienced that people in their surroundings are questioning whether it is a 
job for a woman. Julie explains:

“People take for granted that it is a job for boys. Only men apply. You are being labelled 
rather quickly. ‘You won’t be able to do that!’ A lot of people react that way: ‘Do you want 
to be an electrician? You won’t be able to perform that job. You’ll have to be a man to do 
that!’” (Julie, potential electrician) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

Julie’s story illustrates that there is a clear understanding that the electricity profession is 
‘men’s work’; that the job tasks require ‘male’ qualities. The job has an image as a physi-
cally hard job, and therefore it is ‘naturally’ associated with masculinity. Kristine says: “I 
believe that there are many who still think that you must be big and strong to be a crafts-
man. Only real men can be that.” (Kristine, potential electrician) (Bloksgaard 2009c). 
Also with regard to content – to work with one’s hands - and that you may become dirty 



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 1  ❚  Number 2  ❚  November 2011 11

is perceived as contrary to the feminine – Julie explains: “I also believe that man people 
think so, because they think that we are very ‘delicate’ girls. Many of our friends have 
said: ‘Are you two not a bit too delicate to be in that job? You may break a fingernail!!’” 
(Julie, potential electrician) (Bloksgaard 2009c). The two young women both have long 
artificial nails, wear make up, jewellery and have long hair, and such obvious signs of 
femininity are apparently not consistent with the image of professionalism in manual 
jobs, where you may get dirty and “break a nail” (see also below).

The interviews with the female police officers clearly show that also the police force 
is a profession gendered as masculine. The police force is associated with qualities such 
as physical strength and authority. The surroundings therefore find it difficult to come 
to terms with the image of a woman in the role of police officer. Mia explains that from 
her surroundings she encounters an expectation that she - since she is a police officer – 
must be a “special” woman; an exception to the female sex in general: “Sometimes they 
almost expect that I must be an expert on karate, since I can be a woman and a police 
officer.” (Mia, police officer) (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004). According to Mia, it is difficult 
for people to understand that she is an ordinary woman and at the same time a police 
officer - and if a woman is so competent that she can be a police officer, she must be a 
kind of “superwoman” and not a normal woman!

The female police officers also find it difficult to appear as persons of authority. Sev-
eral of the persons interviewed state that some citizens are questioning women’s skills 
in the job: “Two female police officers on patrol are risking much more trouble because 
some people like to put us to the test because we are women. So you have to stand up for 
yourself much more to get respect” (Birgit, police officer) (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004). 
Other female police officers express that (stereotypes about) their sex may be an advan-
tage as it can dampen violent situations, as (some) men refrain from hitting a woman. 
For the female electricians, it is not part of the job’s core function to appear with au-
thority. A few of the female electricians express, however, that they feel that trainees or 
colleagues find it hard to accept instructions from a woman: “I was to manage some 
of the work gangs, and they had difficulties accepting that I was the one to give them 
instructions (...) something like ‘a girl should not appear to know more than me..’. Some 
men cannot accept that at all.” (Linea, 29 years, former electrician) (Bloksgaard 2009c). 
Apparently there are some issues at stake about gender, power and authority.

Mia’s quote above actualises an important result in both studies: that there is a 
pronounced difference in how the surroundings – when they have got over the initial 
surprise - look at women and men who undertake work tasks which are perceived as 
appropriate for the opposite sex: the female electricians and police officers state that 
they are mostly met by admiration and acclaim for being able to handle ‘men’s jobs’ -  
for example Ditte, who is a police officer, states that she “has received only posi-
tive response. Most think it’s a bit impressive” (Ditte, police officer) (Bloksgaard & 
Faber 2004). The male nurses and social and health care employees are receiving more 
negative reactions to their unconventional career choices. Wilhelm, nurse, explains for 
example:

“My friends had so much fun about the fact that I had to ‘wipe ass’ and stuff like that. 
They had some kind of negative attitude: ‘you cannot do such things!’. There have been 
a lot of reactions like that: ‘A man cannot be a nurse!’” (William, nurse) (Bloksgaard & 
Faber 2004)



12 Masculinities, femininities and work – the horizontal gender Lotte Bloksgaard

A job task like for example washing patients is by many – especially other men – seen 
as unimaginable as a task to be carried out by a man; it is difficult for many people to 
understand that a man is (voluntarily!) undertaking ‘female’ work tasks. Especially the 
female dominated care professions are characterised by having a low status. But while 
it seems to be accepted that women undertake such jobs – they are filling a traditional 
female position, after all – people are wondering why men choose to apply for such 
jobs, as they break with the traditional image of masculinity. The difference in attitude 
towards women and men who undertake ‘the work tasks of the other sex’ shows that 
women are, to a lesser extent than men, looked down upon when they undertake ‘the 
work tasks of the other sex’: ‘men’s work’ is in general valued higher than ‘women’s 
work’ (Kold 1997). 

Gendered qualities and job division

The interviewed gender minorities from the four professions have all received the same 
training and have the same qualifications as the majority of employees within the respec-
tive professions. Nonetheless, there is a tendency that women and men are employed in 
different fields of work (formal gender division of labour) or that in their daily work 
they are assigned and /or undertake different qualifications and work tasks based on 
stereotypical conceptions of gender (informal gender division of labour).

It is characteristic that men in ‘women’s jobs’ typically orientate towards and  
engage in specific domains or specializations (Williams 1991, 1995, Nielsen 2003,  
Simpson 2004, Warming 2005, Sjørup 2006). This trend is also seen among the male 
nurses and social and health care employees in the two studies - these are extensively 
engaged in or apply for jobs in areas such as emergency wards or the area of psychiatry, 
which have traditionally been areas in which men have been employed7. The trend that 
men are drawn to these specific areas is partly due to the fact that these are gendered as 
more masculine, and that these have more men employed - both are important factors 
regarding men’s maintenance of masculine identity (elaborated below). As described 
above, men in ‘women’s jobs’ are often met with scepticism and are denigrated because 
they break with the traditional image of masculinity – the image of what is ‘appropri-
ate’ work for a man. The fact that men are attracted to special ‘man positions’ can thus 
be understood as a part of legitimizing that they, being men, choose employment in 
‘female jobs’ (Williams 1991, 1995, see also Bloksgaard & Faber 2004, Warming 2005). 
From the accounts of the female police officers and electricians it is not equally obvious 
that there is a formal gender division of labour in the police force and in the electricity 
profession, i.e. that women are attracted to specific work domains or specializations. A 
possible explanation might be that, due to the scepticism they face here, some women 
in ‘men’s jobs’ insist on not wanting to undertake ‘special work tasks for women’ in the 
professions (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004, Bloksgaard 2009c).

If we take a closer look at the more informal gender division of labour in the daily 
work in the professions, the two studies suggest that this takes place especially in nurs-
ing and the police force. The majority of the male nurses explain that they feel that there 
are tasks which are regarded as particularly ‘male’ and that they are therefore sent for to 
perform tasks that “require a man”, for instance heavy lifting, repair of technical equip-
ment, dealing with violent or recalcitrant patients, etc. Nicolai, nurse, says:
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“If something needs to be fixed: ‘Can’t you fix it Nicolai?’ I’m not very good with ma-
chines, when we get new machines, I’m actually late to get to know them. I’m more  
interested in people and not so much in mechanics. But if a machine is not working  
at our department, they always shout: ‘Nicolai, please come and take a look at it and 
find out what’s wrong?’ But Nicolai doesn’t always know what to do!” (Nicolai, nurse) 
(Bloksgaard & Faber 2004)

Nicolai’s story shows that the social construction which is ‘naturally’ linking all men to 
the qualities which are considered masculine is problematic, and that what we under-
stand as femininity, may also be ‘done’ by men (see also Nordberg 2004 for a discussion 
of ‘male femininity’ and ‘female masculinity’). The interview material illustrates that also 
respect and authority are qualities associated with the male sex. Again it is Nicolai, who 
explains how he feels that the construction of such qualities as masculine impacts on the 
division of labour in nursing:

“Many people think that when you’re a man, you are most likely in charge of the ward. 
And if I say ‘this is Karen the charge nurse or Bodil the assistant charge nurse, then they 
kindly shake hands with them but keep on talking to and looking at me! And the girls - my 
colleagues - do the same thing. And the doctors too. A lot of times it makes me feel uncom-
fortable. Just as recently as today, when our chief physician did his rounds, he came up to 
me and said, ‘What about this Nicolai - how is it with this?’ So I said ‘You’ll have to ask 
the charge nurse, because I don’t know anything about it!’” (Nicolai, nurse) (Bloksgaard 
& Faber 2004)

As the quote illustrates, the men do not necessarily experience it as beneficial to be as-
signed special authority. Situations like the above may create ambivalence in the male 
nurse as he gets confronted with the fact that he does not live up to the expectations 
attached to the male sex. At the same time, the existing gender mechanisms may have a 
negative impact on the day-to-day working relationships, for example with their female 
superiors.

Also some of the female police officers feel that the distribution of tasks may be 
affected by gender - women are often left with the more socially oriented tasks, which 
include contact with women and children. Some of the women explain that they have 
experienced “officers in charge who think they must look after us, so if there are some 
violent tasks they will not send us out” (Kirsten, police officer) (Bloksgaard & Faber 
2004). Women will always be in doubt whether these kinds of considerations are made 
on the basis of respect for their femininity (as previously described, femininity is associ-
ated with lack of physical strength), or because the man is doubting whether the woman 
is competent for the task (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004).

Employees in the social and health care profession (particularly home care) and the 
electricity profession often work on their own, for example in the homes of citizens/cus-
tomers. This organization of work entails that all employees must be able to perform all 
work tasks and probably counteracts a gender division of labour on a daily basis in these 
professions. Some of the interview stories do, however, show examples of women and 
men being ascribed different qualities and work tasks. Female electricians are constructed 
as more careful, tidy and deft with their fingers than men - and consequently, some of the 
women are given/undertake a larger number of “fiddly tasks”. The male social and health 
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care employees experience being ascribed qualities such as technical skills and craftsman 
skills - and are given/undertake a number of craftsman tasks, while their female col-
leagues are performing the traditional house(wife)tasks, e.g. cleaning (Bloksgaard 2009c, 
see also Krøjer 2003). Ibrahim, social and health care employee, said:

“I like to vacuum, but I hate dusting, and then there’s some of my colleagues who like it 
and take care of it. Then I can do the things they cannot, for example fix a roller blind that 
is stuck or a wheelchair which is missing a screw or a ... Sometimes I do things for our 
janitor. I repaired a toilet that couldn’t flush, so there may be a handyman hidden in me. 
Nobody is exploiting it, it’s more like: ‘could you please do this...?’” (Ibrahim, social and 
health care employee) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

As the quote shows, the division of labour “is not something that is being exploited” but 
something that happens ‘naturally’ - based on expectations about the different qualities 
and skills as something innate in the two sexes. Gherardi calls this phenomenon - that 
both women and men, more or less consciously, undertake tasks in work life which are 
associated with their sex and thus ‘keep their places’ - ‘repair work’, carried out in order 
to normalize the gender order (Gherardi 1994).

This section shows that even when women and men have the same education and 
are employed to perform the same tasks, a gender division of labour based on notions of 
appropriate behaviour of the two sexes frequently takes place in day-to-day work at the 
workplaces. As described, such sliding gender segregation often results in men ending up 
in positions with better pay and more opportunities than women (Williams 1991, 1995, 
Holt et al. 2006).

Ambivalence, identity work and gender strategies 

As described above, people seeking employment in professions dominated by the other 
sex and labelled as ‘appropriate for the other sex’, are often met by surprise and scepti-
cism. People are especially uncomprehending to the fact that men will voluntarily un-
dertake female tasks. This leads to the idea that men who choose such a ‘feminine’ job 
must necessarily be very feminine men – and from this follows a widespread belief that 
male nurses and social and health care employees are gay. Michael, who is a potential 
social and health care employee, and has earlier interrupted an education to become a 
nurse, says: “I remember the first comments, when I started: ‘What the hell? Have you 
become gay?’ You get a lot of comments like that. About it not being very masculine”. 
(Michael, potential social and health care employee) (Bloksgaard 2009c). And Tobias 
says about being male and being employed in a social and health care job: “Well, it has 
always been said that it is a jobfor women, and if a man got employed there, he’s either 
gay or strange. I’ve heard that a lot. From friends and such ... But they think it is cool 
that I have the guts to do it” (Tobias, training to be a social and health care worker) 
(Bloksgaard 2009c). In the interview Tobias appears as gender-conscious; he expresses 
a desire to change the gender segregation in the Danish labour market: “It would suit 
me just fine to help breaking the myth that it is a job for women only. Men can do it just 
as well as women” (Tobias, training to be a social and health care worker) (Bloksgaard 
2009c). Apparently it suits Tobias fine to be a pattern breaker and to go against the  
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traditional image of masculinity and work. At the same time, his initial statement points 
to the fact that such a view/such a gender-policy perspective is not widespread in Danish 
society and that a man (therefore) needs to have courage to go against the dominating 
image of masculinity.

And indeed, very few of the interviewed male social and health care employees and 
nurses respond/react like Tobias. Generally the men express a fear of appearing as, and 
of being judged as, unmanly because of their unconventional choice of employment: “I 
thought a lot about the risk of being considered as feminine. Cause I’m not at all feminine! 
I thought a lot about how my surroundings would look at me – would they consider me 
as such a femme guy? I was very worried about that...” (Nicolai, nurse) (Bloksgaard & 
Faber 2004). Prejudices about homosexuality in men working in ‘women’s jobs’ generally 
cause great ambivalence and identity work, see below, among the men interviewed. The 
interviews show, however, that also the men themselves are reproducing this stereotype. 
Kristian, nurse, explains that he has agreed to be interviewed

“... to show that male nurses are also very ordinary men with ordinary, healthy, male 
interests. I probably felt that I had to stand up for a second type of male nurse (...) I’m 
probably a little more of a jumping jack than such people usually are. I’m not such a sissy 
gay!” (Kristian, nurse) (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004)

This statement shows clearly that we are all under the influence - and all co-producers - 
of the social constructions of gender and work.

Because to a great extent, the men feel that their surroundings are questioning 
their masculinity, they are seeking actively in their work lives to signal that they are 
“real” men - one might even say that they are exhibiting a kind of ‘hyper-masculinity’ 
(Bloksgaard & Faber 2004). This manifests itself in them moving towards masculine 
domains and specializations in their professions, and also in them emphasizing mas-
culine aspects of their work and possibly dissociating themselves from the core tasks. 
Moreover, the men are seeking to avoid company with the women in their profes-
sions - instead they seek the company of other men in the professions with whom they 
can engage in ‘male communities’ (see also Svare 2009). The men are using all the 
outlined strategies to maintain a positive masculinity in the eyes of others and at the 
same time a masculine self-image despite the fact that they are working in a ‘women’s 
job’ (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004, Bloksgaard 2009c, see also Williams 1995, Nielsen 
2003, Warming 2005, Sjørup 2006).

The two studies suggest that the stereotype about homosexuality does not exist to 
the same extent as regards women in ‘men’s jobs’ - only a few of the women say that 
they have met this prejudice in their working lives. Yet the interviews with the female 
police officers and electricians show that also women in ‘men’s jobs’ are continuously 
engaged in comprehensive identity work. Women doing ‘men’s jobs’ are often put to the 
test and must prove their worth before they are accepted on equal terms with the men in 
the same professional field. A familiar ‘strategy of survival’ among women in male jobs 
is to downplay gender differences and seek to become ‘one of the boys’ to live up to the 
male norm - both professionally and socially - in the professions (Bloksgaard & Faber 
2004, Bloksgaard 2009c, see also Kanter 1977, Martin 1980, Finstad 2005). Also with 
regard to appearance, some of the women, particularly the female police officers, are 
trying to downplay their femininity. For example, Mona has long hair, but she says she 
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never wears it hanging loose at work - both because it is impractical, but also because 
she does not think that loose hanging hair matches the role of a police officer:

“I would never wear my hair hanging loose at work. I don’t think it goes with the uniform… 
I don’t know whether it’s because it looks untidy, but it sends a signal. I wear my hear hang-
ing loose in my spare time, so it is something I’m conscious of, to look decent. I don’t think 
it looks right standing there in a uniform, supposed to radiate authority, and then have your 
long hair with hairspray in it hanging loose … Here at the secretariat I could have it hanging 
but it is so deeply ingrained in me..” (Mona, police officer) (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004)

Several of the female police officers have a feeling that the symbols of femininity - long 
hair or a skirt - are inappropriate in situations where they must appear with authority. 
It is difficult for them to explain exactly what this feeling is based on, but as a result of 
this they have a feeling that they must hide their femininity at work, i.e. appear to be 
gender neutral. So the women experience that overt femininity tends to be associated 
with non-professionalism in the police force and that therefore they are most likely to be 
accepted as professional equals if they make an effort to imitate the men. The women’s 
‘playing down’ of their femininity can be seen as a need to downplay their sexual at-
tractiveness in a male-dominated profession, as several of both the female police officers 
and electricians find that their sexuality can cause problems for them in their working 
lives (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004, Bloksgaard 2009c).

It is a common experience among the women in the two professions that they feel 
that everyday life among many men and their own attempts to become ‘one of the guys’ 
are influencing them, even outside the workplace - the masculinisation that characterizes 
their work lives is also changing them as individuals. Linea, a former electrician, says:

“You adapt a terrible language. Craftsman jargon. But you don’t think about it. Suddenly 
you have to make an effort to think about it outside work, to talk nicely as a girl ought to 
talk.” (Linea, former electrician) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

Several of the female officers and electricians state, like Linea, that they themselves are 
aware that they are taking over the men’s jargon and that they are making an effort to 
maintain a decent language, and thus live up to expectations of how “a girl ought to 
talk”. The use of uniform in both the police force and in the electricity profession con-
tributes to the masculinisation which the women are experiencing at work - for example 
Berit, who is a police officer, says: “This uniform - it’s not particularly feminine. I always 
wore a skirt when I worked as a police officer at the airport. And it was nice, I thought, 
because you didn’t feel so masculine.” (Berit, police officer) (Bloksgaard 2009c).

The stories of the women show, however, that generally they have to be careful not 
to become too masculine in their working lives, as they experience that it is not accept-
able if a woman acts too much like a man. Linda, police officer, says:

“I think that as a women you receive more respect if you are yourself. I’m not one of the 
guys, although I can do the same things as the guys! I can see that sometimes if I’m saying 
something coarse, then my male colleagues are almost bowled over, because they think I’m 
too rough - then they actually become a bit offended.” (Linda, police officer) (Bloksgaard 
& Faber 2004)
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This and some of the other women’s stories suggest that if women in ‘men’s jobs’ be-
come too much ‘one of the boys’, they overstep an invisible boundary between the two 
sexes; a boundary that defines what is permissible for women and men respectively. And 
as described, women and men who do not live up to the ideas of appropriate gender 
behaviour, are to a great extent met with scepticism.

The interviews show that many of the women are also themselves experiencing am-
bivalence about the masculinisation they experience at work – several emphasise that it 
is important for them to continue to appear feminine:

“You look like a man all week-days. You don’t feel very pretty when you are leaving home 
in the morning. I wouldn’t go out shopping in those clothes; I’d go home and change first. 
I’m not walking around in my working clothes. I often think that the other girls in the 
electricity profession look more male and dress like men, but I think it’s important to look 
like a girl. It’s important for me to show that I’m still a girl (...) Some don’t think that you 
are a girl-girl. Some are wondering ‘if you’re a real girl? “But I am!”. (Sofie, electrician 
apprentice) (Bloksgaard 2009c)

Stories from the female police officers and electricians show that many of the women 
feel a certain perplexity in relation to their gender identity, being employed in ‘men’s 
jobs’. However, the women’s identity work differs in several ways from the identity 
work performed by men in nursing and the social and health care profession. While the 
men are actively seeking to signal masculinity because they feel that this is threatened, 
the women experience that they have to balance between masculinity and femininity in 
their working lives. Due to their choice of job they may be said to be facing an inter-
actional dilemma - they are both police officers/electricians (and are therefore expected 
to appear in ‘a masculine way’) and women (and are therefore expected to behave in ‘a 
feminine way’). Thus, female police officers and electricians may be said to constantly, 
both in their working lives and in their private lives, having to negotiate both their gen-
der identity and their professional identity. Thus, the gender strategy for women in the 
police force and the electricity profession is to balance between femininity and masculin-
ity (Bloksgaard & Faber 2004, see also Martin 1980, Finstad 2005).

concluding remarks 

The article shows that the inclusion of a perspective on how women and men are devel-
oping their gender identities in relation to work, provides a detailed understanding of the 
way in which gendering processes are taking place and are contributing to reproducing 
segregation in the Danish labour market. The article demonstrates that the gendering 
of work tasks, professions and jobs – i.e. the construction of these as ‘masculine’ and 
‘feminine’ respectively - is an essential explanation as to why the Danish labour market 
is still, and to such a great extent, divided into ‘men’s work’ and ‘women’s work’. That 
the gendering of a profession is of great importance as to who is seeking employment 
in that profession, is also confirmed by Liversage (2009). She concludes that one of the 
main explanations why, over the years, the painting and decorating trade has shifted 
from a strongly male-dominated to a (almost) mixed gender trade is that the image of 
this trade has a feminine touch because of its creative element. The identity constructions 
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of women and men in relation to conceptions of appropriate work for women and men 
are thus of great significance when we are seeking to understand what contributes to the 
reproduction of gender segregation in the Danish labour market. The construction of 
jobs, professional fields and work in masculine and feminine terms must be seen as an 
essential reason why there is so little change in the gender structures of the labour mar-
ket. Gendering is the reason why many women and men do not seek employment in jobs 
which they perceive as ‘jobs appropriate for the opposite sex’ – often because they are not 
even considering it as an option. At the same time, the gendered images of the jobs cause 
ambivalence and uncertainty in relation to the gender identity of those who are employed 
unconventionally with regard to their gender.

The gender segregation in the Danish labour market is unfortunate for several rea-
sons: First of all, the gender division in the labour market is contributing to cementing 
gender stereotypical ideas about female and male qualities and competencies (Bloksgaard 
& Faber 2004, Holt et al. 2006). As the article has documented, these ideas may consti-
tute limitations for individual women and men in their orientation towards and choice of 
work. The reason is that stereotypes define a social categorization characteristic of Western 
culture, and all men and women are expected to fit into these categories. Those who break 
with the ideas of ‘appropriate’ work for women and men, are being met with scepticism 
and resistance and may be experiencing ambivalence and uncertainty in relation to their 
own identity and self image. Secondly, the continued gender segregation is also unfortu-
nate seen from a societal perspective. One problem is that the gender division of labour 
is the most significant reason for unequal pay of women and men in Denmark (Deding 
& Larsen 2008, Udsen 2008). Another is that the gender segregation is instrumental in 
creating bottlenecks in the labour market. In 2011 we are in a situation of economic crisis 
and increasing unemployment, and especially a number of traditional male professions 
are experiencing a decline in employment (The Ministry of Employment 2009, Statistics  
Denmark 2009). At the same time, hospitals and nursing homes find it difficult to recruit 
staff. However, this situation also holds a potential for change, as previous experience 
shows that market fluctuations and a decline in ‘men’s jobs’ may help getting more men 
channelled into ‘women’s professions’ and thereby cause changes in the gendered struc-
tures of the labour market (see e.g. Nordjyske Newspaper 2008). In continuation of this, it 
is, at this moment in time, particularly important to initiate and support initiatives8 that go 
against and seek to break with the established ideas of masculinity, femininity and work - 
thereby trying to expand the space for action of women and men in the labour market.
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end note

1  In the article the words gender segregation and gender division of labour are being used to 
describe the same phenomenon: that women and men work in different job functions and 
in different sectors, professional fields and jobs.
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2 Source: the Danish Council of Nurses, figures from 2007.
3  4.8% of the social and health care helpers and 4.9% of the social and health care assistants. 

The figures are calculated based on statistics in FLD (Joint municipality office) from December  
2008 from the municipalities and regions.

4  Source: Danish Electricity Confederation 2009, figures from 2008.
5  These jobs are all highly gender-dominated and gendered and can therefore be said to 

constitute especially interesting and meaningful empirical fields with regard to illuminating 
the meaning of gender in working life. This means that patterns and tendencies which char-
acterise the labour market in general, may appear more transparent and notable here than 
in more gender complex organizations. Based on an assumption that the male nurses and 
social and health care employees and the female officers and electricians are to a great ex-
tent confronted with the importance of gender in their professional lives, they may be seen 
as ideal informants about the general dynamics and processes that create and reproduce 
gender in employment (see also Bloksgaard & Faber 2004: 12). 

6  At the Social and Health Care School in Northern Jutland. This course was conducted sev-
eral times during the summer and autumn of 2009.

7  The work tasks in the psychiatry sector are far less likely to be care tasks than in the somatic 
departments, and physical strength can be an advantage in dealing with patients. The previ-
ous education to become a nursing assistant, which provided access to the psychiatry sec-
tor, was a masculine gendered education / job function to a far greater extent than nursing 
(Information from interview with a head nurse in a forensic psychiatric ward Bloksgaard & 
Faber 2004).

8  For recommendations on relevant efforts at breaking down the gender segregation, includ-
ing attracting and retaining men in social and health care jobs and women in the electricity 
profession, see Bloksgaard 2009c. 


