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Article abstract
One of the main goals of employment equity programmes is to increase the occupational mobility of women
so that they may enter non traditional jobs. Although on-the-job training has always been considered a major
tool for increasing occupational mobility, it has received very little consideration in employment equity
programmes. This article identifies the major aspects of women's participation in on-the-job training
programmes and proposes ways to bridge the gap between these programmes and employment equity.
The first section of the article examines the current situation of women in the labour market. According to
the most recent statistics, occupational segregation as well as the wage gap between males and females are
still quite significant. Studies of employment equity programmes show that progress has, in general, been
slow. Among the reasons given for these results are a lack of integration of employment equity programmes
and employers' human resource management strategies, particularly as regards on-the-job training.
In the second section we examine data depicting different aspects of women workers' participation in
on-the-job training. The data originate from a wide variety of sources and show that women are
disadvantaged relative to men along several dimensions, including: participation rates; duration and
intensity of training; and financing. Explanations for these discrepancies are discussed in the following two
sections which deal respectively with access to and outcomes of on-the-job training for women workers.
An initial factor that may explain the lower participation rate of women is the fact that employers tend to
offer on-the-job training to workers in qualified jobs. In this context, women's jobs are usually considered as
less qualified and studies show that there is an under-investment in human capital in jobs such as clerical
work where women are concentrated. Another factor that comes into play is the relation between on-the-job
training and an employee's real or anticipated stability in the enterprise. Although women's periods of
absence from the labour market for family reasons are much shorter now than before, they are still
perceived as less attached to their jobs. It has been shown, for instance, that women with young children are
less likely to be offered training by their employers. Another characteristic of women's jobs that negatively
affects their participation in training is the fact that they are over-represented in areas of marginal
employment such as part-time work. Employers tend to offer less training to these employees because they
are considered less motivated and less productive. Finally, the positive relation that has been shown to exist
between size of firm and the incidence of training may equally have an adverse impact since women are
over-represented in small and mediumsized firms.
Even if employers modify their practices in order to give women access to training for non-traditional jobs,
some barriers can still limit positive outcomes. These barriers may exist during or after training. For
instance, for reasons arising from education or the traditional nature of their job experience, women are less
familiar with basic technical skills. Studies have shown that the chances of women remaining in and
successfully completing these programmes are improved if, prior to training, they receive some technical or
scientific instruction in areas such as refresher mathematics or technical vocabulary. Positive attitudes and
awareness on the part of trainers are also important factors in avoiding discouragement and withdrawal
from the programme by women workers. Finally, once training is over, occupational mobility may not
necessarily follow for various reasons such as bias of supervisors against women entrants in non traditional
jobs or a lack of seniority.
The analysis presented in this article proposes a comprehensive framework for studying women's
participation in on-the-job training programmes. One of the main features of the analysis is to demonstrate
the interactions between a large number of variables. The next step is to improve our knowledge of this
situation through use of a more comprehensive statistical data base, and through case studies. Given the fact
that hiring has considerably slowed down for cyclical as well as structural reasons, promotions into
non-traditional jobs will probably become the main avenue for employment equity, hence the importance of
on-the-job training for women workers.
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