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Introduction

The role of women in the forestry sector in Canada has
changed dramatically over the past 15 years leading into
the new millennium.  This change has shifted from the
more traditional subordinate but supporting role, to one of
women moving into management and decision making. 

The authors reviewed the Canadian scene to examine
the contribution of women in defining the Canadian
forestry agenda and to see what was happening to those
women who were advancing to the top and breaking
through the canopy.  The Canadian forest sector has been,
and is still,  a male dominated world.  The women who
were contacted and interviewed work in varying jurisdic-
tions in the forestry sector - government, industry, acade-
mia and consultants.  Their perspective on how the jour-
ney to the top was progressing, the challenges they faced
and the factors affecting this journey is the focus of this
paper.

Background: 
A Snapshot of our Women Leaders
Canada owns 10% of the world’s temperate and boreal
forests and is one of the few developed nations still richly
endowed with large areas of natural forest.  Canada’s
forests are the products of the dynamic forces of evolu-
tion since the last ice age.  The forest ecosystem is a fun-
damental national value that in many ways defines the
social, cultural and economic profile of Canada.

Utilizing, managing, enhancing and protecting
Canada’s primary natural resource is a challenge shared
by decision-makers and stakeholders in government,
industry, academia and environmental non-governmental
organizations (ENGOs).  Who are these powerbrokers
and policy makers that produce the institutional setting
and operational prescriptions for Canada’s forests?  

The survey population included 83 women in senior
positions across Canada, of which 53 were interviewed.
The survey was designed to provide information on fac-
tors that impacted their journey to the top, the people who
assisted them in their journey and the influences that were
critical to their movement up the responsibility ladder.

History

Women have always had a role in the forest sector in
Canada but generally these roles have been under- appre-
ciated and inadequately compensated.  A 1983 study on
women in the forest industry noted that “women have tra-

ditionally done the maintenance tasks in the homes and
the service tasks in the offices, stores, shops, schools and
hospitals in resource communities.  In their absence, the
forest company employers could not maintain company
towns and the overall cost of obtaining a male labor force
would sharply increase.”  (Marchak 1983)

An initial professional entry point for women in
Canadian forestry was as research scientists working in
federal government laboratories in the 1920s and 1930s
(Natural Resources Canada 1998).  For many decades lab
work remained one of the few areas open to women, and
even in 1958 when Francis Wetton became Canada’s first
female professional forester, women were largely unwel-
come either in the woods or in the boardrooms.  Today,
some 43 years later, only between 5 and 14% percent
(depending upon the region of the country), of profes-
sional foresters are women.

National statistics show that women continue to be
under-represented in the woods, as university students, in
academia, in operations and in all facets of the forest sec-
tor.  According to Statistics Canada (2001), 16% of those
employed in the forest sector today are women, well
below the overall average of 45% for all occupations.

While there are national statistics available that quan-
tify women in the forestry workforce, most of them esti-
mate jobs, salaries and educational data at the operational
level – logging and sawmilling and pulp and paper opera-
tions.  For example, Statistics Canada shows that 12% of
machine operators and related workers in the pulp and
paper production and wood-processing component are
women. Other data show that 14% of supervisors in log-
ging and forestry are female  (Hislop 1998).

Nearly two decades later, although there are more
women in forestry, and these women are increasingly
influential, statistics show that the numbers working in
the forestry sector continue to lag well behind other sec-
tors of the economy Human Resource Development
Canada 2001).  Statistics from British Columbia’s
Association of Registered Professional Foresters show
that between 1995 and 2000 the percentage of women
professional foresters in that province only modestly
increased to 14% from 10%.

Statistics Canada estimates women account for
36.5% of management positions across all jobs in 1999,
compared with 31% in 1987.  While there are no statistics
on the number of women in executive positions within the
Canadian forest sector, a review of corporate publica-
tions, university faculty and government agencies con-
firms that few women hold the most senior of positions
within the industry.  There are no women Chief Executive
Officers in any of the forest companies, although there
are several women Vice Presidents.  There are several
women who lead national industry groups, but of the
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seven Bachelor-level degree-granting universities in
Canada, there are only two female Deans of Forestry.

Therefore, the authors have relied heavily on primary
data collected through a survey of women working at a
senior level in Canadian forestry.

Research:  

Where are the 

Current Women Leaders?

So exactly what are the factors that motivated respon-
dents to seek out opportunities to influence the way
forestry is practiced in Canada?  Despite the dearth of
female role models, what enabled these women to reach
the upper echelon of their organization?  How do women
define success and what factors are most important to
them in feeling successful?  How long did the journey
take?

The authors made initial contact with 83 women of
influence across Canada, received 53 responses to ques-
tionnaires (Lalonde 1993), and personally interviewed 16
to clarify information provided. The women contacted are
employed in the fields of academia, management posi-
tions in government and industry, field operations, educa-
tion, communications and policy making.  They were not
only chosen because of their “senior” positions within
their organizations, but also because of their contributions

via the unpaid work they do through professional organi-
zations and the sphere of influence they have on the sec-
tor as a whole. 

Nearly 45% of the respondents are currently
employed in management-related work. Very often it is
combined with other related areas such as policy, finance
or program development. 

Sixty-eight per cent (68%), of the interviewees were
between the ages of 41 and 50 and 16% were between 31
and 40.  The remaining 16% were either in their 20’s or
their 60’s.  The authors purposefully chose a small sample
of respondents in their 20’s (2%), in order to determine
factors that might influence the next generation of lead-
ers.  The women in their 50’s and 60’s were considered to
be the group who had paid their dues and paved the way
for this new generation.

Respondents were asked to rate a number of factors
they felt were important in reaching their current position,
or where they aspire to be in the future.  The three most
important factors were education, mentors/risk taking
boss and barriers.  In addition, the authors investigated
issues faced by women choosing a non-traditional career
path.  The findings are now examined in more detail.  

Findings: Education
Eighty-five percent of the interviewees had an undergrad-
uate degree, 77% of which were science degrees, includ-
ing forestry.  The remaining degrees were in varying fields
not directly related to the resource sector.  According to
Statistics Canada, in 1997, 430 students received an
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undergraduate degree in Canadian forest science pro-
grams, of which only 22% were women. This compares to
13% women graduates in 1987, (See Figure 1).  

Some 55% of the women responding to the survey
who earned undergraduate degrees went on to earn
Masters degrees.  Half were in fields directly related to
forestry such as biology, genetics, biochemistry, with the
remainder divided between those indirectly related to the
resource sector such as business administration, project
management and public administration, or were in non-
related fields. A further 26%, continued on to earn a
Doctorate in science- related disciplines.

In addition to university education, continuing edu-
cation was identified as very important to the respon-
dents;100% had taken job-related training above and
beyond the formal education they received.  Courses in
communication, leadership, technical knowledge and
human resource management ranked as the most impor-
tant and advantageous to subsequent career advancement.
In addition, the women felt courses in computer skills,
time management, accounting, strategic planning and
team building were important to their career and personal
development (see Figure 2).

Findings: Mentor
A mentor is traditionally described as a person who pro-
vides guidance and advice via coaching, counselling or
tutoring a specific individual towards attainment of a goal.
The respondents to the questionnaire also included risk-
taking boss in the mentor category. Women ranked them
as the most significant influences on their proceeding into
and moving through the field of forestry. (Figure 3).  

Most respondents identified the importance of having
a mentor early in their academic endeavors or career.  As
women gained more work experience, although they indi-
cated they did not actively seek out mentors, many were
selected by a superior to be mentored, as they had clearly
demonstrated their potential for growth.  

Most women interviewed had male mentors, either a
risk-taking boss, a university professor or a father.  As
many pointed out,  “in the 60s, 70s and 80s we had very
few female role models to emulate”. 

“My Director recognized some potential in me early
in my career and took me under his wing,” said one
respondent.  “Initially I followed him around, accompa-
nying him to meetings, preparing advance notes and fol-
low-up actions.  But eventually he started giving me
greater responsibilities and I took over many of his files,
lightening his workload, and gradually accepting more
and more responsibility.”
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Figure 2 – Continuing education courses respondents have taken.



Having a male mentor caused problems for some
women when it was perceived that issues and perceptions
about the relationship moved beyond professional advice.
However, even the minority of women who had negative
experiences with a male mentor felt they had learned
from the experience.

Some women had both male and female mentors
throughout their careers, but the lessons learned and
advice given from female mentors differed dramatically
from those learned by male mentors. Male mentors
tended to provide advice on how to “get ahead in a man’s
world”, advice on career advancement and development
of technical and management skills.

“I had a female coach when I was in high school who
focussed on me as a whole person, not just my athletic
endeavors,” said one respondent.  Many others said they
were taught important lessons from their mothers, aunts
or grandmothers, who told them if they worked hard they
could “have it all” – career, family and personal accom-
plishment.  Still others were fortunate to find women
mentors in the university environment who challenged
them to “stick it out” despite the fact they were outnum-
bered sometimes ten to one in the classroom by male stu-
dents.   Another respondent said her mentor “inspired me
to view all doors as opportunities”.

Risk-taking bosses were seen to have “great courage”
for appointing women in positions of higher responsibil-

ity.  In fact, one respondent indicated her boss was con-
gratulated for taking the risk of moving her into a higher
level position.

Perhaps not surprisingly, those women who benefited
from having a mentor in their lives have chosen to do so
in return.  Many have chosen to provide this mentorship
to other young, women with potential.  “Quite frankly
young men do not take easily to having a women provide
advice, even if the woman is their boss.  It’s been my
experience that men seek out other males for a mentor,
while women are more inclined to seek other women as
role models.”   Others felt it was important to be there as
role models for young women since they were lacking
during their own personal search for growth and advance-
ment.

Findings:  Barriers
Fully three-quarters of those surveyed had encountered
barriers to their success along the way,  (Figure 4).  Many
said the barriers still exist and they are still encountering
them in the year 2001.  

While women continue to be under-represented in all
facets of the forest sector, those who chose to study or
follow a career in forestry in the 70s and 80s had few
women role models to emulate or call upon for support.
One respondent in her 40s who is an associate professor
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at a Canadian university said she had no women profes-
sors while studying for her undergraduate degree.  The
lack of women role models often stifled the imagination
of where women could go and what they could achieve.
These days there are more women role models.

In general, Canada has moved into an employment
equity era, where fairness in the workplace and hiring
procedures are being adopted at least nominally, by many
companies and the public sector (Wilson 1997).  The truth
is, according to our respondents, many employers do not
“walk the talk” – that is, although they may have employ-
ment equity programs and targets in place, they do not
always adhere to them. 

Still others feel that employment equity can work
against women.  More than one woman said that hiring
someone to meet a quota did not always mean the most
qualified was hired.  This practice not only hurts the
employer because they do not hire the best person for the
job, but it also hurts the woman hired because it makes it
difficult to succeed when the incumbent is hired for the
wrong reasons.

Women continue to face barriers in obtaining higher
levels of education.  For some it’s an issue of balancing
family commitments against educational goals; for others
it’s a financial issue.  For those choosing to enter a field

dominated by men such as forestry, it requires a greater
degree of determination than other disciplines. 

Some said that although women often have to choose
between family and career, men are not confronted with
having to make a similar choice. Some women indicated
they had taken time out to raise their families, which put
them at a disadvantage in their career.  Yet others felt you
could have both career and family – the issue was a mat-
ter of balance. An issue for the next generation will be
adding the dimension of both spouses having progressive
career paths.  This will impact the mobility of the individ-
uals to move to new positions.  Care for elder parents was
identified by the  women  aged 50 and over as the next
hurdle and potential barrier.

“The primary female role models for most men who
sit around the Boardroom tables are their mothers, their
wives and their sisters,” said one respondent.  “If women
continue to be under-represented in most of the profes-
sional occupation groups, and men see us as mirror
images of their family members, men will continue to see
women in the care-taking role and defer to women at
meetings to the take the minutes, organize the meetings
and arrange the social agendas. As such they will con-
tinue to hire and replace themselves with people who look
and think like they do –other men.”
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The values of networking were cited by many.  But
several women felt they did not have the time to commit
to networking, because of career and family obligations.
As one respondent said, “…it is far easier for men to find
time for power lunches and dinner meetings than for
women.  Not many of my male colleagues use their lunch
hour for family- related appointments or grocery shop-
ping.”

On the positive side, many women said that men are
becoming more sensitive to the balancing that women
often have to perform between career and family and
make adjustments such as reducing travel requirements
and being less strict about adhering to timelines at the end
of the day.

When questioned on the issue of whether or not
women feel they are treated equitably on the pay scale,
39% of those surveyed felt they were not being paid
equivalent to a male colleague in a comparable job.
Gender earning differentials provide an important bench-
mark for gauging the progress of women.  Respondents
said that pay was the same, regardless of gender, in both
government and consulting but this was not necessarily
the case in academia and industry.

According to a study done by Derek Aldridge
(Aldridge 1997), in Canada the average income for
women was only 70% of that for men. Eight years later in
1999 it had only risen to 73%.  Can this gap be explained
by educational differences?  The answer was no.  Even
when researchers compared men and women with the
same education level, the wage gap remained.  Canadian
statistics show that women with university degrees earn
only 72% as much as Canadian men with equivalent
degrees.

So what happens when you combine education and
experience factors into the earning differential issue?
Derek Aldridge’s study also examined the question of
whether men and women with the same education and
same work experience in the same jobs earned the same
remuneration.  Men and women who graduated from
Canadian universities in 1982 with the same degrees and
the same subsequent work history were surveyed, com-
paring their annual incomes two and five years after grad-
uation.  Even when factoring in education and experience,
women graduates were earning 88% as much as men after
two years, and only 82% as much as men after five years.
On average the gap actually increased as careers pro-
gressed, according to this study.

Younger survey respondents, not surprisingly, identi-
fied lack of experience and expertise as barriers to pro-
gression.  However, they also acknowledged they wanted
to be recognized for their skills and abilities, rather than
be hired as part of employment equity programs.

Of the 25% of women who responded that they had
not encountered any barriers, most said that they had cho-
sen to look at the issue from an opportunity perspective
rather than a barrier, choosing to challenge the status quo.  

The good news is that despite the fact 75% of the
survey respondents indicated they had encountered barri-
ers along the way, some 87% indicated they felt success-
ful.  Nearly 80% of the respondents said it was easier to
get ahead in the 90s than previously.  The bad news is that
despite improvements, the struggle continues.  However,
women are more determined than ever to overcome the
barriers.  Perseverance was identified as the second most
important factor in achieving success, with performance
being ranked as the most important.   

Findings:  Choosing a Non-Traditional Path
Nearly two-thirds of survey respondents said they had not
identified a career path for themselves when they entered
into post-secondary education.  Many indicated timing
and personal or family commitments were significant fac-
tors deterring them from identifying a path.  Several indi-
cated they could not have imagined the opportunities that
lay before them when choosing to enter the field of
forestry (Figure 5). A few said there was no work in their
chosen field when they started out, while others said they
had to seek out opportunities themselves.  More than one
woman indicated it was a combination of luck and timing
that finally landed her a job in the forest sector.

Many of the women interviewed were “children of
the 60s generation” who tended to challenge the status
quo and look at a position in management with disdain,
rather than one with which to aspire. 

As one respondent said “I never thought about being
a manager because to me when I was setting my sights on
a career, management represented control.  I set my sights
on collective and social change, certainly not leading an
organization.”  Many were encouraged to direct their
energies toward the traditional fields of research, opera-
tions and working in the woods. 

When asked if they feel successful today, 87%
responded in the affirmative.  Nearly 80% of respondents
defined success in terms of self-fulfillment, followed
closely by attainment of personal goals.  Position within
an organization and earnings were far less important to
women in defining success (see Figure 6).

The respondents who considered themselves success-
ful indicated that their success was due to their manage-
ment style:  building dynamic and participatory teams
within their organizations and empowering staff.  In addi-
tion, they felt they had good inter-personal skills, which
they used to influence change via the team approach and
through consensus building.
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On average it took most women between five and ten
years of work to advance from either entry level to mid-
career or from mid-career to a senior position.  For a few
women, mainly those working in academia, it took over
10 years to advance from one level to another, especially
at the entry to mid levels.

When women were asked to rank the single most
important influence on their career to date,  they over-
whelmingly said it was a willingness to take risks (see
Figure 7).  Nearly half the women said personal willing-
ness to test their limits, take on new opportunities and
challenge themselves, were the most important reasons
for advancement.  Others said education was the most
important factor (20%), followed by family support
(14%) and the impact of a mentor (12%).

The women were asked to rate the importance of
belonging to a professional association in terms of career
advancement.  Slightly less than half, or 47%, said it was
important to belong to such a body.  Those who
responded in the affirmative said the most important rea-
sons for doing so were to contribute back to the sector
and to make contacts.  A smaller number said they
belonged to professional associations to enhance either
the reputation of their employer or their own. 

Conclusion: 

Future Looks Brighter

In spite of the challenges of access to the sector, the num-
bers of women entering natural resource management is
rising.  The Canadian women interviewed are optimistic
that the path to positive employment and career advance-
ment is clearer now than ever before, made easier by
those who have gone before them and the improvements
in public attitudes on traditional employment.

It is clear that although women continue to be under-
represented in the woods, in the university classroom, in
teaching, in operations, in senior government positions
and in the corporate boardrooms, this is changing.

Nearly 80% of the respondents said they were opti-
mistic that great strides had been made in the 90’s and the
future looked equally bright moving into the new millen-
nia.  In particular, respondents felt it is possible for
women to have a successful career and a happy family
life.  They acknowledge it will take extra effort to balance
the two but it’s an effort they are willing and prepared to
accept.  This task is made easier by the fact that there is a
growing enlightenment that both men and women are
seeking positive balance in their lives and careers.  

9

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

willi
ng

ne
ss

 to
 ta

ke
 ri

sk
s

ed
uc

at
ion

fa
m

ily
 su

pp
or

t

m
en

to
r

ex
pe

rie
nc

e

tim
ing

pe
rfo

rm
an

ce

cu
sto

m
er

s

en
joy

 w
ha

t I
 d

o
m

isc

Figure 7 – The most important influences on a woman’s career.



Education, both formal and continuing, is critical in
reaching positions of influence in the Canadian forest sec-
tor.  As the challenges of making decisions about the sec-
tor have increasing global implications, having the bright-
est and most innovative talent is vital to employers.
Respondents acknowledge that competition in the work-
place is increasing and they say that they are prepared to
invest more time in formal education than women in pre-
vious decades, in order to secure positions of influence.

The increase of women in the forest sector means
there are more and more role models for young women to
emulate.  These women have a wide range of experience:
operations; middle and senior management; policy devel-
opment; academia and consulting.  This widens the
opportunities for all women in the sector.

Finally most of the respondents agreed that having
both men and women working together, equally valued
for their contributions, is the best approach to tackling the
challenges the natural resource sector faces.

It is perhaps fitting, therefore, that we end with a
quote by Elizabeth Perle McKenna, an American author
and champion of women’s rights in the workplace:

“If it is true that men today value their lives outside
of work as much as women do – and research proves it is
– then they have to join women’s fight to reconstruct the
way we work and create a new, broader definition of suc-
cess.”
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