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Summary 

A review was conducted to assess the current status of women in some timber companies of PNG 

and Australia. This included analysis of available reports and statistics and also an informal survey of 

companies participating in the project. Where companies were willing, data such as employment 

gender ratios, positions, age classes, income, training, skills and qualifications were obtained. 

Qualitative information was also collected, such as perceived desirable qualities and undesirable traits 

associated with both sexes and relevant cultural issues. 

Companies based in Papua New Guinea described the advantages of a diverse workforce and 

preference for women in certain roles, but also highlighted current constraints that affect gender 

decisions when employing staff. Pressure for women to stay at home for domestic and carer duties, 

among other reasons, prevents many women from establishing a career path and limits opportunities 

to reach management roles. For the Australian companies, women were regarded as having superior 

colour coordination abilities and excellent processing skills, though physical strength can limit some 

activities to male employees. 

The current gender ratio in PNG as determined from the survey of seven companies was 66:34 in 

favour of male employees. This contrasts with Australian information which indicated a ratio of 84:16 

in favour of males, based on data for five companies. Not all project partners from Australia 

participated in the survey; however data was obtained for four representative Australian companies 

not involved in the ACIAR project but in the targeted industry sector.  

More women than men were employed in clerical and administration roles in both countries, and 

women also held more sales positions than men in PNG.  

The project team will endeavour to encourage all partners to develop gender policies and improve 

awareness of the benefits of a diverse workforce. Australian companies will be encouraged to 

investigate the opportunity to join the Women in Forestry and Timber Network and participate in White 

Ribbon Day. These options may provide models for similar educational and support activities and 

networking. 
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Introduction and background 

Gender equity refers to the philosophy of a fair distribution of workload, benefits and rewards between 

men and women. There are many studies that have shown that women are disadvantaged across a 

range of metrics such as pay scales and representation in management roles in all industry sectors. 

There are also examples in the literature highlighting the intrinsic value of gender equality as an 

essential aspect of human dignity, social justice, as well as providing more opportunities, increased 

household income which can lead to improved nutritional and educational outcomes, especially for 

families in developing countries.  

The Australian Government is committed to empower women and promote gender equity in the Indo-

Pacific region. As a reflection of international priorities (for example United Nations, Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development) the government is aiming to ensure that at least 80% of its 

investments will effectively address gender issues in their implementation. This includes grants 

dispensed through Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR).  

To this end, DAF as project leader for ACIAR FST/2014/065: Development of durable engineered 

wood products in PNG and Australia has incorporated gender issue research into project activities. 

These activities are designed to provide an understanding the roles played by men and women and 

identifying any constraints to achieving equitable access to salaries, training, and fair work conditions.  

 

Methods 

The information collated and discussed in this report was gathered by two processes:  

 direct partner feedback: face-to-face discussions and a survey questionnaire 

 desktop study: review of the literature and contact with relevant organisations. 

The data fields of interest were gender ratios, positions within the company hierarchy, age class 

structure, annual income, training, skills, education and qualifications, perceived advantages of 

female employees, perceived constraints to equity in the timber workforce and potential opportunities 

to improve equity in the workforce. 

 

Results 

Papua New Guinea 

Representatives from seven project partners were visited during the early stages of the project and 

gender issues were discussed. In addition to timber companies, gender data for tertiary institutions 

with relevant schools servicing the forestry and timber sectors were requested. 

Gender ratios 

The survey questionnaire provided an overall male to female ratio result of 66:34 of an employee 

population total of 4,799 (Figure 1). The range varied from a high female proportion of 48% to a low of 

10%. The individual company data appears in Table 1. 

 

http://aciar.gov.au/
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/gender.shtml


 

Gender ratios and the current status of women in some Papua New Guinean and Australian timber industries 4 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Gender ratio for seven PNG timber industry representative companies 

 

Table 1 Gender numbers and ratios for the partner companies in PNG 

Company Male employees Female employees Gender ratio male to female 

A ~840 ~360 70:30 

B 162 38 81:19 

C 27 13 67:33 

D ~135 15 90:10 

E 880 820 52:48 

F 946 283 77:23 

G ~187 ~93 67:33 

Totals ~3,177 ~1,622 66:34 

~ : approximate numbers; fluctuates above and below the given number. 
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Figure 2. Relative proportions of male and female workers in PNG companies surveyed 

 

Positions 

The survey presented to companies asked for a breakdown of gender across the different hierarchal 

positions within their business. The results from completed surveys are presented in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Gender and PNG company positions (%) 
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Age classes 

One company has identified an optimum age class for female employees related to motivation and 

reliability. They nominate single mothers within the age class 25 to 40 as desirable from the 

employee’s perspective due to the general factors associated with this stage of life: they need the 

income to support their family and are therefore reliable. Only one survey respondent completed the 

age class section of the questionnaire and their information is summarised in Table 3. 

Table 3. Age classes of workers in a PNG timber company (number of male:female) 

Position 15-25 yo 26-45 yo 45-65 yo 65+ yo 

Managers 0:0 1:4 1:0 1:0 

Technical/trades 0:2 76:8 41:3 1:0 

Administration/clerical 0:1 2:8 0:0 0:0 

Sales 0:1 0:4 0:1 0:0 

Plant operators/drivers 0:0 5:1 2:0 2:0 

Labourers 0:0 0:1 0:2 0:0 

Apprentices  0:0 1:0 0:0 0:0 

Totals M:F 0:4 85:26 44:6 4:0 

 

Income 

Not all companies were willing to share salary data however the information provided showed that 

technicians, tradespeople, plant operators, clerical and administration roles are generally paid 

equitably across genders.  

 

Training, skills, education and qualifications 

No gender dis-aggregation was provided, however the training and education information returned in 

the survey is summarised here. Staff in management roles had Grade 12 high school certificates, 

diploma or degree qualifications. The range of management roles included human resources, 

financial controller, shipping clerk and office administration. Technicians and tradespeople often had 

high school certificates to Grade 12 level plus vocational school certificates. Staff in clerical and 

administrative roles held grade 12 high school certificates and some had completed bachelor 

degrees.  

Machinery operators, drivers and apprentices had attained grade 10 level in high school and in many 

cases further vocational certificates. Labourers generally had no certificates or other qualifications 

and were trained on-the-job. 

 

Advantages of women in the workforce 

The companies were in agreement that women are generally reliable, diligent and careful in their work 

and suited to a wide range of positions across typical organisation hierarchal structures. In three large 
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enterprises, females were preferred for grading tasks due to their ability to remain focused for 

extended periods of repetitive work and therefore achieve higher rates of accuracy. Another large 

company suggested that women take more care with machinery and equipment and take less risks 

than male employees. Women were also considered more stable and could be relied upon to turn up 

for work and return on a weekly basis. 

 

Constraints, cultural and social issues 

Some employers consider that employing and training women is a risky venture due to the high 

likelihood of them becoming pregnant and staying home to care for children. It was also suggested 

that there is pressure from male partners in relationships for the female to stay at home to take 

responsibility for all domestic duties. 

A senior executive of one of the larger companies surveyed described the labour force as 

‘problematic’ with an emphasis on the difficulties associated with men such as careless attitudes to 

tasks and equipment/machinery, lack of focus over sustained periods, relationship issues, violence 

and unreliability. A general lack of care and pride in work leads to inconsistent product quality and 

poor rates of productivity.  

One manager suggested that women are more likely to share their wages with families and purchase 

essential items, whereas men are more commonly predisposed to spending wages on themselves, for 

example on alcohol. 

There are labour laws and security issues which prevent women from being employed in certain roles. 

For example women in East New Britain are more likely to be engaged in factory and nursery 

positions, rather than field forestry operations. It is considered unsafe for women to work at night or 

be placed in field operations that require camping away from home. Violence is acknowledged as a 

serious problem in PNG and causes regular disruptions to work in the country. One company 

manager described PNG as having the highest rate of violence outside of designated conflict zones 

and suggested that 66 to 100% of female workers have been or will be the victim of a violent crime, 

ranging from physical abuse to rape. A recent Medecins Sans Frontieres report (MSF, 2016) confirms 

that intimate partner violence, family violence, and sexual violence are widespread in PNG. MSF 

clinics have treated an average of 3,000 victims per year since 2007 and note a lack of functioning 

protection mechanisms, a culture of impunity and weak justice systems in the country.  

Gender violence negatively impacts workers’ attendance, productivity, training and development 

opportunities and therefore limits progression to more senior roles (Van Leeuwen, 2015). Violence 

can impact a person’s ability to work safely, for example victims may be unable to safely perform the 

physical tasks due to injuries. The psychological toll of violence can be considerable with victims 

suffering stress, anxiety, fear, and depression which can reduce concentration, problem solving and 

good decision making which impacts a person’s ability to work safely (Ibid). Family, friends and 

perpetrators can also be negatively affected resulting in poor performance, safety implications and 

absenteeism. 

One company representative has observed that problems often arise when couples are employed and 

work together- subsequently jealousy issues can emerge which result in workplace disruptions 

including acts of violence. 

The preference for employing women aged in their late 20s to 40 years of age imposes a constraint to 

younger and older women who would be interested in working in the timber industry in PNG. 
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Opportunities 

The data and information provided by participating companies has helped to identify important gender 

issues in the timber industry in PNG. There are positive things happening such as the formation of 

Provincial Family Sexual Violence Action Committees and the development of company gender 

policies which describe strategies such as training and workshops about these issues. The industry 

representatives unanimously agreed that a diverse workforce is beneficial and that women are 

generally more reliable than men. Gender equity in PNG isn’t so much affected by preference of male 

or females in what is traditionally a male-dominated sector, but more constrained by social and 

cultural issues including pressure on women to be primary carers, assume responsibility for domestic 

duties, and the disruptive impact of violence. 

The project team will assist companies with the development of gender policies during the project and 

maintain dialogue on how women’s engagement can be increased. The research team will discuss 

gender issues with male and female employees at different levels within company hierarchies during 

ongoing facility visits and assist with gender initiatives where possible. The Australian examples of 

White Ribbon Day, a male-led campaign against gender violence, and the Women in Forestry and 

Timber Network (WFTN) provide models for the PNG timber industry. The WFTN is dedicated to 

raising the profile of women in the industry, supporting cultural change and improving the industry 

perception as an employer of women. 

It may be useful to make organisations aware of the workplace safety issues and cost impacts of 

gender violence. A study by Darko et al. (2015) found that gender violence adds 9% to payroll costs 

due to lost productivity and absenteeism. Partner companies will be made aware of the PNG 

Business Coalition for Women which promotes positive change for women and business in Papua 

New Guinea. The coalition is focused on addressing gender violence, developing gender smart 

workplaces and practices, promoting women in leadership, and expanding opportunities for women in 

supplier and distribution networks. In terms of addressing gender violence, the coalition has 

developed a suite of strategies for businesses, including: a model Human Resources policy with 

guidelines on safety planning, special leave, support services, addressing perpetrators on staff, 

confidentiality for victims; detailed policy implementation guidelines; a legal guide on Family and 

Sexual Violence for PNG employers; step-by-step training programmes and bespoke consulting 

services on how to implement the policy. The coalition will be invited to address the PNG Forest 

Industries Association (PNGFIA) via a written request to distribute the coalition’s online application 

form to PNGFIA members. In addition, the DAF project team will discuss options for utilising the 

resources from the White Ribbon organisation who provide information and support for individuals 

and businesses to engage in strategies to prevent domestic violence (see Appendix 1 and 

https://www.whiteribbon.org.au/). 

  

https://www.whiteribbon.org.au/
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Australia 

Information on gender in the Australian timber sector was requested from three project partners from 

which one company responded. DAF was able to access additional timber industry gender data from 

the Australian Government’s Workplace Gender Equality Agency to provide a larger sample, resulting 

in data from four additional companies representing relevant industries being included. 

 

Gender ratios 

The male to female ratios for five Australian-based companies with a total of 2,709 employees was 

84:16 (Figure 4). A breakdown by company is presented in Table 4 and displayed in percentages in 

Figure 5. The WGEA reported that the agriculture, forestry and fishing industries had a male to female 

worker gender ratio of 66:34 whereas the national composition across all sectors was 51:48. For the 

manufacturing industry which likely includes timber processers and manufacturers of wooden 

products, only 26.6% of employees were females (WGEA, 2015). Based on the three companies’ 

data in this report, the Australian timber industry is relatively under-represented by women compared 

to closely aligned sectors. 

 

 

Figure 4. Gender ratio for four Australian timber industry companies 
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Table 4. Gender numbers and ratios for the companies in Australia 

Company Male employees Female employees Gender ratio male to female 

A 45 7 87:13 

B 
No data supplied 

C 

D 351 79 82:18 

E 259 85 75:25 

F 120 17 88:12 

G 1,572 174 90:10 

Totals 2,347 362 84:16 

 

 

Figure 5. Relative proportions of male and female workers in Australian companies analysed 
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Positions 

A breakdown of gender across the different hierarchal positions within businesses was obtained. The 

overall results are presented in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6. Gender and company positions (%), Australian companies. 
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White Ribbon organisation (https://www.whiteribbon.org.au/) has been successful in raising 

awareness of domestic violence issues and samples of their resources are attached in Appendix 1. 

 

Discussion 

The preference by PNG timber companies for women in certain roles is constrained by societal 

pressure on many women to stay at home and further limited to an age class perceived to be more 

beneficial for long-term employment. Despite this, there was a consensus amongst companies that 

female employees are generally better focused on tasks at hand, reliable, patient and take better care 

of equipment. By law and for personal safety reasons women are not able to work under certain 

conditions (e.g. night shift and remote camps). The overall gender ratio based on seven partner 

organisations was 66 males to 34 females, which implies relatively high female representation in a 

traditionally male-oriented industry. 

 

Data for five Australian-based timber companies were obtained to provide some comparative 

information and insights into the gender situation in Australia. Although a high proportion of women 

were employed in clerical and administrative roles, the overall gender ratio for the Australian 

companies was 84 males to 16 females, therefore a much lower female representation than seen in 

PNG. One Australian company concurred with the PNG industries consensus that women are 

preferred for some tasks that require extended periods of focus, such as grading and other repetitive 

activities. 

The next project activity specific to the gender topic involves workshops with stakeholders in both 

countries during 2017 to establish strategies for enhancing the role of women in the timber industry 

and increase the project benefits to women. 

 

  

https://www.whiteribbon.org.au/
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Appendix 1. White Ribbon Day samples and resources 
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