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T he forestry sector plays a vital role in tackling climate 
and environmental challenges through carbon storage 
and biodiversity support (Defra, 2023; Dasgupta, 

2021). The UK Government has committed to achieving 
16.5% canopy cover in England by 2050 and improving 
woodland management (Defra, 2023). Concerningly, 
the 2025 Climate Change Committee report noted new 
woodland creation figures were somewhat off-track (Climate 
Change Committee, 2025).

Meeting the 2050 targets will require a skilled and 
resilient workforce, however the sector faces significant 
challenges to the future of its workforce. The most recent UK 
forestry workforce report, published in 2024, warned of the 
urgent need for labour replacement over the next decade 
due to expected retirements and departures (ICFCS, 2024). 
It warns that to maintain the existing workforce alone, some 
6,000 workers across various roles are needed by 2034. 
This amounts to approximately 597 roles per year, in a 
sector estimated to be 24,210 workers at its core.  

The same report highlights a considerable gender 
imbalance: estimating 85% of the forestry workforce is 
male, exceeding even the agricultural sector at 73%, and 
a long way from the 52% UK workforce average (ICFCS, 
2024). This low level of female representation appears not 
to have changed significantly over three decades. Wilson 
et al. (2017) reported female representation at just 13% in 
1990, rising to 16% in 2010, therefore 2024 figures suggest 

the proportion of women may have actually decreased. 
These statements clearly evidence that UK forestry is under 
great strain, and the figures suggest the sector is only 
drawing from roughly half of the available talent pool. Thus, 
increasing female participation is not just about equity, but 
workforce sustainability and meeting legally-binding climate 
and environmental targets.
    
Approach
This study sought to explore a gap in research on women in 
UK forestry, with existing UK-specific research being extremely 
limited. A few exceptions include Harris (2016) regarding 
gender and diversity in Scottish forestry, and two unpublished 
theses covering workforce stereotypes and women’s 
experiences in the sector (Bryan, 2024; Le Moal, 2021). These 
were considered as part of this research and its findings.

Due to limitations in UK forestry workforce data, this 
research took a qualitative approach in the form of semi-
structured interviews in order to encourage sharing of 
detailed insights and views (Bryman, 2016). In line with 
good practice, interviews were undertaken with a sample 
of 26 women, covering a broad range of forestry sector 
roles from all four UK nations (Sim et al., 2018). Purposeful 
sampling methods were used to obtain a range of seniority 
levels, organisation types and geographical representation 
(Bryman, 2016). Participants were drawn from the various 
organisation types operating in the forestry sphere, 
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including the private and public sector, charities, academia 
and non-profits (Figure 1).

Interviews were conducted on Microsoft Teams, lasting 
45-60 minutes, and framed around two overarching 
research questions: 

l	Are there barriers faced by women who are either 
currently in the workforce, in the process of entering or 
by those considering coming into forestry?

l	Are there opportunities that could be harnessed to 
increase female participation in the workforce? 

Follow-up questions were used to explore root causes, 
challenges and who should be taking action, as seen in 
Figure 2.

A thematic analysis was undertaken across all 
transcripts to identify common themes and coded into 
overarching themes and sub-themes (Braun and Clarke, 
2006). In addition, a systematic review was undertaken to 
identify relevant UK and international literature on forestry 
workforces and female participation to inform the research 
and substantiate recommendations. The presented 
research and literature are focused on the sector in 
developed over developing nations to ensure comparability 
to the UK (UN Food and Agriculture Organisation, 1995). 

This research is a case study presenting the experiences 
and views of women working across the forestry sector 
in the UK specifically, therefore care should be taken in 
transferring findings to other countries or contexts. It should 
be noted that due to a lack of data, including trans and 
nonbinary participation was out of scope. It is intended that 
these findings be used to inform future research in this area. 

Results
The thematic analysis revealed three overarching barrier 
themes: exclusion, a lack of visibility of the sector and 
negative perceptions of the industry (Figure 3). Notably, 
the themes present under opportunities largely mirrored 
those under barriers: reduce or remove exclusions, improve 
visibility, and improve perceptions (Figure 4). For barriers 
and opportunities, a number of sub-themes are identified in 
Figure 5. The tree maps showcase the specific sub-themes 
and identify the number of participants citing each (Figures 
6 and 7).

Workplace culture
The most cited barrier to greater female participation was 
the presence of an exclusionary workplace culture, taking 

Figure 2. The two overarching questions covering barriers and 
opportunities to increasing female participation, alongside 

follow-up questions to explore root causes, 
challenges and who should take action.

Figure 1. The pie chart shows the number of 
interviewees per sector type.
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two principal forms (Stamarski and Son Hing, 2015). The 
first, raised by all 26 participants, was the presence of a 
‘male-dominated’ or ‘masculine’ culture typically due to 
most of the workforce being male, making women feel 
unwelcome or that they do not fit in. Many stated the level 
of male dominance was intimidating, particularly for young 
women. A number described an established ‘men’s club’ 
culture in the sector. A ‘macho’ culture was also commonly 
cited, typically through ‘banter’, aggressiveness, a focus 
on physical strength or relentless working practices that 
women were expected to adopt or accept. Many stated 
how being a woman was seen as a negative.

The second form, reported by 21 of the 26 participants, 
was the presence of sexism, misogyny, discrimination 
or sexual harassment. Most had either experienced this 
themselves or were aware of it happening to other women, 
and many stated these behaviours were normalised. These 
typically manifested in predefined ways: being treated 
differently due to gender; men assuming female colleagues 
lacked knowledge, capability or authority; being assigned 
administrative tasks regardless of seniority; having to work 
harder than male counterparts for recognition. Several 
highlighted instances of being overlooked for promotion, 
with a number attributing this to assumptions about 
taking maternity leave or needing flexibility for caring 
responsibilities. A number mentioned unwanted advances 
or inappropriate comments happening in the workplace. 
Several referenced how these types of behaviours could not 
be challenged, either because superiors did not recognise 
them as problematic or because they did not want to be 
seen as a ‘problem’. A number 
of participants stated that the 
culture had improved, however 
subsequent comments 
suggested significant issues 
remain.

Many of the above 
experiences align with 
research findings on 
women’s experiences in the 
forestry sector in Sweden 
(Johansson and Ringblom, 
2017; Johansson et al., 2018). 
This research stressed the 
importance of removing norms 
which overlook problematic 
behaviours, and doing so by 
addressing power imbalances 
and, crucially, obtaining male 

Figure 3. The three overarching themes present in responses 
regarding barriers to female participation.

Figure 4. The three overarching themes present in responses as 
to whether there were opportunities to increase 

female participation.

Figure 5. The seven sub-themes featured in responses regarding barriers and improvements.
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support (allyship) in establishing new norms and culture. 
It is notable that the need for male support for measures 
was mentioned by just one participant, which suggests 
the need for greater socialisation of this approach. Similar 
issues were present in research by Baublyte et al. (2019) 
on the Nordic forestry sectors, solutions to which included 
discrimination and diversity awareness programmes and 
applying diversity goals directly to senior management 
objectives. Although not raised by UK participants, this 
could support and help track interventions to drive culture 
change.

Markedly, there were also accounts of women 
experiencing discrimination from other women, a 
phenomenon recognised in wider research as ‘Queen Bee 
Syndrome’. Notably, Baublyte et al. (2019) and Bardekjian 
et al. (2019) highlight effective countermeasures are 
equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) training, awareness 
programmes and mentoring schemes.

Opportunities for culture change
Participants identified a range of opportunities to improve 
workplace culture, largely focused around awareness 
raising and EDI training. It was widely felt that this 
should be led by organisations, with senior management 
embedding clear expectations that staff act professionally 
and inclusively. A number stated that professional bodies 

such as the Institute of Chartered Foresters (ICF) (2026) 
or the Royal Forestry Society (RFS) (2026) should help 
integrate this. A number cited specific actions including 
updating professional codes of conduct, introduction of a 
sector Memorandum of Understanding for culture change, 
also via whistleblowing mechanisms.

Driving culture change through training and updated 
standards and codes of conduct has recently been 
undertaken in the healthcare and built-environment 
professions. The Health and Care Professions Council 
(2024a; 2024b) now mandates EDI in professional 
standards and it is part of training for continuing 
professional development. Similarly, the Royal Institution 
of Chartered Surveyors (2024) now mandates adherence 
to EDI through new standards within its code of conduct, 
thereby opening avenues for challenge through disciplinary 
proceedings. All members of the ICF (2021) are subject 
to its Code of Conduct, which is enforced by a complaints 
procedure. However, at the time of writing, the ICF (2015) 
code of conduct does not include specific standards 
for EDI and dates back to 2015. Similar action taken by 
forestry bodies could be a practical measure to address 
the widespread workplace culture issues evidenced in this 
research and those in earlier UK based work by Harris 
(2016) and Le Moal (2021).

Several participants stated that the culture would 

Figure 6. Tree map showing each type of barrier to increased female participation raised.
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improve organically as more women join the sector and 
older, traditional workers retire. Notably, one participant 
stressed the importance of not relying on this assumption. 
This caution is supported in the literature covering North 
American and Swedish forestry sectors. Lidestav and 
Sjölander (2007) and Bardekjian et al. (2019) warn of 
significant risks in assuming change will materialise 
organically: their findings presented that masculine cultures, 
stereotypes and tangible barriers remained despite 
increased representation of women in forestry.

Exclusionary policies and practices
Participants highlighted many common policies and 
practices as being a significant barrier for women. 
The majority cited a lack of flexible working options to 
accommodate caring responsibilities (of which women 
typically do more). Poor maternity, paternity (particularly 
private sector) and general pay offers was cited by over 
half of participants as being a significant barrier. A lack 
of policies to manage lone working was also raised, with 
reports of certain environments feeling unsafe for women 
but not being recognised as such by male colleagues.

These findings strongly align with international 
research into the experiences of women in the forestry 
sector. Flexibility issues and the challenges of combining 
family care with forestry work were also reported by 

women in forestry across ten Danube countries under 
the FEM4FOREST programme (Krajnc et al., 2021). 
This research recommended organisations act to better 
facilitate flexibility and suggested subsidies be provided 
for childcare. Participants similarly called for organisations 
and management to find solutions: adjusting industry 
norms, introducing part-time and job-sharing options, and 
redesigning job specifications to better accommodate 
flexibility.

Physical exclusions
Participants cited several physical barriers to women 
considering, joining or progressing in forestry. Over half 
highlighted accessibility issues such as jobs or training 
being too remote which limits abilities to meet caring 
responsibilities. Half stated the lack of toilets and on-site 
facilities was a significant barrier. The absence of suitable 
PPE for women was raised by several as a source of 
frustration and safety concern: referencing ill-fitting 
boots, gloves, clothing or no maternity options. A number 
described how this created a sense that forestry is not a 
workplace for women.

Participants proposed various solutions, including 
mandating access to toilets, greater collaboration across 
organisations, government and representative bodies to 
work with suppliers on PPE availability and fit, to raising 

Figure 7. Tree map showing each type of opportunity to help increase female participation raised.
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awareness of needs with male colleagues. Another 
suggested running an industry PPE bank. One participant 
highlighted how the farming sector had taken action to 
tackle such problems through a ‘Level the Field’ campaign, 
which has produced several initiatives and guidance to 
improve access to PPE, facilities and more (Farmers Weekly, 
2024). One participant highlighted how the construction 
sector had made significant progress in tackling PPE issues 
and should be engaged on effective solutions.

Perceptions of the industry
In the study, 21 of the 26 participants highlighted common 
perceptions that forestry jobs are ‘for men’, driven by the 
sector’s male and macho identity, its association with hard 
manual labour, and typical stereotypes of a forester as ‘the 
lumberjack’, with many citing how such perceptions leave 
women feeling unwelcome or unsuitable for a career in 
the sector. These barriers from gender stereotyping align 
with those reported under FEM4FOREST research (Krajnc 
et al., 2021). Additionally, research by Bryan (2024) with 
young people in Scotland found similar evidence of gender 
stereotyping; recommended solutions matched participant 
views in this study, centring on increasing the visibility of 
female role models and weaving women into the workforce 
identity. Also, several participants highlighted perceptions 
that the industry was ‘bad for the environment’ due to 
associations with extractive processes. Typical solutions 
were around increasing visibility of women currently 
in forestry, mainly through organisations’ social media 
and communications, the different types of jobs, and its 
contribution to a healthy environment.

Awareness and visibility
Almost all participants (24 of 26) stated that low visibility of 
the sector and the roles within it were a barrier, particularly 
in reaching young women and people. Many noted it was 
common for people to only discover forestry by accident, 
by living near a site, or personal connections. Many noted 
that because the industry is hidden, so too are its women, 
thereby limiting role-models important for those joining and 
those progressing.

Participants attributed this low awareness to limited 
outreach, with organisations not assigning sufficient resource 
for engagement. A source of frustration raised by some was 
the tendency for organisations to rely on platforms typically 
used by older generations, such as Facebook or X, when 
reaching younger people requires TikTok and Instagram. 
Interestingly, there was no specific reference made to 
the recent government-funded ‘Your Career in Forestry’ 

awareness campaign aimed at attracting more people to the 
sector (Land and Nature Skills Service, 2024).

Overwhelmingly, engagement was mentioned as 
the key action to help increase female participation, 
with all 26 participants highlighting examples including: 
showcasing the range of career options and female role 
models; strategic engagement with schools, colleges 
and universities; and a greater presence at careers fairs, 
country shows and experience days. Many called for a 
more strategic, collaborative approach, with a number 
identifying the STEM ambassadors programme as an 
effective mechanism requiring greater resourcing alongside 
female mentoring programmes.

These findings align closely with the FEM4FOREST and 
FEM2FOREST research programmes. Hafner et al. (2024), 
through consultation with young people across Danube 
countries, established that the most effective engagement 
methods were via schools, social media, careers fairs and 
materials, shadowing and field trips. Importantly, traditional 
methods such as television, news or literature were found to 
be ineffective. Additionally, there is evidence that targeted 
communications approaches have been successful, 
Vennesland et al. (2020) assessed that female-targeted 
advertisements and women-only forestry training offers 
had been successful in increasing the number of women 
entering forestry in Norway and Finland. The FEM4FOREST 
programme provides a significant proof of concept: it 
developed targeted campaigns, role-model factsheets, and 
guidance for women considering joining the sector and 
a mentoring scheme (Slovenian Forestry Institute et al., 
2021; Interreg Danube Transnational Programme, 2022). 
These approaches could serve as a blueprint that UK 
organisations could adapt and implement (Figure 8).

Additionally, many participants highlighted the 
importance of being able to access and connect with 
other women in forestry. Participants mentioned there were 
various sub-sector groups, sub-sector women’s networks, 
including the RFS Women in Forestry and Women in 
Arboriculture networks, WhatsApp groups and LinkedIn 
pages. However, comments indicated there were varying 
levels of activity and a lack of coordination or strategic 
approach. No participants stated feeling the existing 
networks were sufficient.

International evidence supports a more structured 
approach. Brandth et al. (2004) assessed that a dedicated, 
strategic Women in Forestry Network in Norway was 
successful in tackling the male-dominated culture and 
gaining more recognition for women. The findings 
highlighted how obtaining male-allyship was a vital part, 

FEATURE ARTICLES
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Christa Rodenkirchen was the first
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owner association in Bavaria. She
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When Christa was elected as FOA board director in 2000, female leaders
were largely absent in Bavaria's forest sector. She met significant

challenges to be recognized as an active woman in forestry and felt exotic
when starting her position as FOA board director.

Christa believes that women's status in forestry has changed a lot over the
last 30 years. Women are more present in associations, at forest and
forestry events, and as female foresters. Women have become more
active in forestry, are eager to learn and more self-confident to work

comfortably with men.
 

Christa has met women in forestry mainly as female owners. 
 

Women have become more active in the forest sector. Nonetheless,
reaching out to women and motivating them to assume responsibility for

their forests is still very demanding.
 

When consulting with foresters, Christa does not make a difference
between women and men but looks for high quality forestry advice.  

 

Christa Rodenkirchen started her professional career as a biology teacher.
When she was in her early 40s, she became a forest owner and active

member in the FOA Füssen. The director of the local forest service
encouraged her to assume the position of FOA board director because of

the large share of her forest property, among others. 
Christa's reply was: "Why not?", describing herself as "always open for

new challenges".  FOA Füssen evolved successfully under her leadership.
Working closely with the managing director, Christa made sure that the

volume of marketed timber increased. She has a strong stake in SFM,
supports nature conservation and likes PR work.

 

Figure 8. A FEM4FOREST women in forestry role model campaign poster example.
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including male membership. Given that women across 
various roles in the sector appear to face similar issues, 
a strategic cross-sector network could centralise efforts, 
enable shared learning and drive change. Notably, the 
construction sector, facing comparable gender-based 
challenges, has acted through a strategic Women in 
Construction Network which provides a UK-specific cross-
sector model that could be adopted (National Association 
of Women in Construction, 2025).

Recommendations
A central aim of this research was to present practical 
evidence-based recommendations to address the issues 
and opportunities identified. On this basis, participant 
recommendations have been mapped against those 
interventions shown to be effective in UK and international 
research and contexts. This comparison identified many 
overlaps, showing a UK appetite and evidence of efficacy 
in other countries or contexts. These fall into several key 
areas: culture change, visibility and perceptions, policy 
change and accessibility, as seen below. 

1. Culture change
Measures where UK appetite and evidence-based 
interventions converge include: EDI awareness raising and 
organisation-led in-house training; revising professional 
codes of conduct and standards to embed EDI 
expectations; and organisations/management changing 
perceptions on flexible working (Figure 9). Beyond this, 
international evidence supports organisation-led action to 
examine power imbalances and enablers for inappropriate 
behaviour to inform workplace policy changes (Johansson 
and Ringblom, 2017; Johansson et al., 2018). Additionally, 
obtaining male-allyship and setting accountability through 
diversity goals for management to support culture change 
is evidenced (Brandth et al., 2004; Baublyte et al., 2019). 
Similarly, participants advocated specific interventions 
including a sector-wide memorandum of understanding, 
whistleblowing mechanisms, and selective recruitment 
practices. Importantly, although cited by several 
participants, evidence shows organic culture change should 
not be assumed (Lidestav and Sjolander, 2007; Bardekjian 
et al., 2019). 

Figure 9. Venn diagram showing specific actions to improve workplace culture, as highlighted by participants and in wider research.
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2. Visibility and perceptions 
Both participants and research literature point to 
many similar interventions: better use of modern 
communications channels, e.g. Instagram and TikTok, 
showcasing female role-models in materials, running 
targeted recruitment and awareness campaigns, cross-
sector women’s network and mentoring, engagement 
through events, open days and careers fairs (Figure 
10). Strengthening engagement through schools and 
the Forestry STEM programme featured prominently in 
participant responses. As raised above, international 
evidence supports this, as the FEM4FOREST and 
FEM2FOREST models established industry-wide 
campaigns, role-model factsheets, youth engagement, 
and similarly cautions against traditional communications 
methods (Hafner et al., 2024). 

3. Policy change and accessibility 
Corresponding recommendations include organisations 
amending working practices to accommodate flexibility, 
introducing part-time and job-sharing roles, normalising 

flexible working at an organisational level, and PPE and 
facilities access polices (Figure 11). The broader research 
advocates exploring childcare subsidy options (Krajnc 
et al., 2021) and introducing feedback mechanisms 
after events to inform future flexibility policies. Multiple 
participants also called specifically for the introduction 
of new/more lone-working policies and procedures to 
help protect women working at remote sites and with 
unknown contractors or clients. These included adjusting 
workstreams to reduce/remove lone visits, introducing 
panic alarms, and policies to allow dogs on site visits.

Conclusion
This research demonstrates the need for urgent action 
and presents many effective solutions that the sector can 
adopt. The fact that many participant views closely mirror 
what wider research shows as effective gives confidence 
that these are actionable in the UK context. In light of 
these findings, it is recommended that (in lieu of testing 
wider participant and research recommendations) actors 
across the sector do not presume change will occur 

Figure 10. Venn diagram showing specific actions to improve sector visibility and perceptions, 
as highlighted by participants and in wider research.
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organically and prioritise testing or piloting the following 
evidence-based actions:  

l	Visibility and perceptions: FEM4FOREST and 
FEM2FOREST-style campaigns to increase visibility of 
the sector and women within it. Creation of strategic 
cross-sector Women’s Network with male allyship. 
Cross-sector mentoring scheme. Increased outreach.

l	Culture change: awareness raising and training, 
updating codes of conduct and changing opinions on 
flexible working. 

l	Policies and accessibility: amend non-flexible working 
practices, raise awareness of issues and improve 
policies to secure greater access to suitable PPE, toilets 
or facilities.

It should be noted that since this research was 
undertaken, there have been some developments in 

areas identified as barriers or opportunities, including the 
ICF mentoring programme, actions under the 2025-2035 
Forestry Sector Skills Plan and some types of PPE, however 
these findings and the wider research demonstrate there 
is a need for targeted measures that specifically consider 
impacts and outcomes for women.
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