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Introduction  
 
In this chapter we shall look at work organisation from a gender perspective 
with a view to understanding the division of labour between women and men 
in the livestock sector, as well as improving efforts to prevent musculoskeletal 
disorders (MSDs). The field of study is livestock operations in the Rhône-Alpes 
region. The distribution of tasks between women and men in farming 
operations is determined by work organisation based on sex/gender. In fact, 
women and men are not subject to the same stresses and because their 
exposure to risks differs the effects on their health also differ. We shall show, 
based on qualitative data obtained on site at a farm, the factors that can affect 
work organisation and the effects of the gender division of labour on the health 
of farmers, female and male: professional background, the meaning of work, 
seasonality and work–life balance.  

 
Context 
 
In 2013, 27 per cent of French farms were livestock operations. In 2015, the 
French agricultural sector had around 1.1 million employees, including 
465,000 farmers. Breaking this population down by sex, 71 per cent of workers 
are men and 29 per cent women. The number of meat and dairy livestock farms 
has been falling for a number of decades now, and from 70,800 in 2000 to only 
23,600 in 2013. Two developments in particular explain this fall: the demise 
of small farms and the increasing number of cows per herd.  

In this environment musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) account for 92 per cent 
of occupational illnesses found among workers in agriculture. The three areas 
most affected are viticulture, specialised breeding and speciality crops. The 
data on MSDs show that the age group most affected is people over 41 years of 
age. The most frequently encountered disorders are MSDs of the upper limbs. 
Women are more affected than men among people diagnosed with MSDs (3.5 
out of every 1,000 women and 2.5 out of every 1,000 men) (CCSMA 2012). 
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The enquiry  
 
Within the framework of a project in the Rhône-Alpes region ‘Promoting 
gender equality in agriculture and in rural areas’ the Mutualité Sociale Agricole 
(MSA) in the Northern Alps asked us to undertake an ergonomic intervention 
in livestock rearing to develop an approach based on the actual working 
conditions of dairy farmers, female and male, in the context of farm 
organisation. The purpose is to incorporate the research findings in the MSA’s 
risk prevention efforts, especially the gender-based development of tools and 
training materials concerning the evaluation and management of occupational 
hazards.  

By looking at work through the lens of gender we hoped to come to a better 
understanding of the work organisation of farmers (women and men) between 
winter and summer, including the links between work and life outside work 
that are part and parcel of agricultural life.  

 
Construction of the issues 
 
Is work gendered? 
  
Women and men do not do the same jobs in the world of work. Even if they 
have the same job title, they do not perform the same tasks (Messing 2000). 
They are therefore exposed to different kinds of MSD risk factors. As regards 
men, the strains are visible: vibration, heat, cold and heavy loads, among other 
things. For women, on the other hand, they tend to be invisible (Messing 2000): 
repetitiveness, lack of room to manoeuvre and part-time working. As a result, 
the effects of work are different for women and for men (Caroly et al. 2013).  

 
Animal farming and seasonality 
 
In livestock farming, agricultural activities are determined by the season. In 
summer, the cows go outside, and agricultural work is performed in the fields. 
In winter, the cows remain in the barn and work is performed inside farm 
buildings. Milking is the only activity shared between women and men both 
summer and winter. Activities are carried out in accordance with the type of 
building, equipment and milking parlour (Chambres d’Agriculture et des 
Associations Emploi Formation de Bretagne 2014).  

 
Issues 
 
Our issues concern the effects of the gender division of labour on health. This 
division, often imposed by the assignment of women’s and men’s roles at the 
farm, does not take into account possible gender-based strategies for protecting 
health. Seasonality reshapes work organisation with a new distribution of tasks 
that accentuates this division between women and men. What are the effects 
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of seasonal work organisation on the gender division of labour and, 
consequently, on the differential exposure of the sexes and genders to hazards 
with possible negative impacts on health?  

 
Methodology 
 
In order to obtain qualitative data on the links between work organisation, 
gender and health our methods focus on analysis of field work, based on 
observations and interviews with farmers.  

We subjected four farms to in-depth analysis. Here we have chosen to describe 
only one of the four in order to be able to present in-depth field data. Severe 
postural and gestural constraints were observed at this farm as a result of no 
specialized milking parlour with the cows elevated to avoid awkward postures. 
Analysis of the activities of the couple, who have lived on this farm since 2005, 
enables us to obtain a better understanding of the distribution of tasks between 
the woman and the man. This farm is situated in the mountains. The milk 
produced is sold to commercial clients. This farm differs from others in that 
the farmers prefer to keep the same number of cows and are shifting towards 
organic products.  

 
Results 
 
Effects of trajectory and tradition on work organisation 
 
The man took over the farm in 1993 after inheriting it. He has participated in 
agricultural activities with his parents since he was a boy. The woman, whose 
occupational background is non-agricultural, studied law. She gave up her 
profession to accompany her husband. She helped with administrative work 
at the farm before moving in. She did an agricultural training course in order 
to farm jointly with her husband and obtained a farmer’s certificate, 
formalising her and her husband’s decision to farm organically.  

Changes in organisation and in ways of doing things have been possible only 
since the decease of her father-in-law, the previous owner. The introduction 
of days off (one weekend a month) enables them to leave daily life behind and 
have a change of scenery.  

Together, the couple has adopted a new method of getting the cows into the 
barn. Previously, they put each cow in a specific place in the barn, which could 
induce a certain aggression among the animals and the farmers (slapping the 
cows, using a stick or a dog). One day, when the husband was indisposed, the 
woman had to get the cows into the barn on her own. She decided to let them 
make their own way back into the barn. The cows seemed less stressed and 
they were easier to milk. Since that day, the couple has allowed the cows to go 
back into the barn without putting them in a particular place. This practical 
adjustment enabled them to improve their working conditions. 
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Gender-based exposure to MSD risks and gestural and 
postural strategies  
 
Milking in this kind of building constricts the farmers’ gestures and postures: 
for example, repeated hand gestures, squatting posture, flexing and tilting the 
neck. They might also be kicked by the cows. The woman and the man adopt 
different strategies to protect their health. The man has developed gestural (he 
uses both hands) and postural (he shifts his weight from one leg to the other) 
strategies. The woman uses anticipatory verbal and visual strategies with the 
cows: she talks to them and takes a good look at them just before milking them 
to avoid being kicked.  

They do the milking together to reduce the drudgery of the work (this way they 
can get it done in an hour and a half instead of the three hours it takes if they 
tackle it alone). However, there is a division of labour by sex and gender in the 
performance of this task. The barn, divided into bays, compels each of them to 
do the milking on one side, moving in the opposite direction. The woman 
begins on the left at the back of the barn and gradually moves towards the cold 
storage. According to her, it is easier for her to carry the heavy equipment at 
the start of the milking (when she is less tired) and she can give milk to the 
calves located at the back of the barn. The man starts on the right near to the 
cold storage and moves progressively towards the back of the barn. In this way 
he can give grain to the calves when the milking is finished. In order to feed 
the animals the man drives the tractor and prepares the cow feed every day. 
He also maintains the equipment and the tools. When milking is over, the 
woman cleans the rags, while the man drives the tractor. These choices are 
based on the man’s driving experience and to save time. The woman also knows 
how to drive, but she would take more time than the man, so in order to finish 
at the same time and return to the house together she cleans the rags and rinses 
the milking claws and the floor of the cold storage. In this division of tasks 
therefore the woman and the man are not subjected to the same exposures and 
work strains. For him, these include vibration, noise, rotation of the head and 
the neck while driving the tractor, while for her, they include awkward gestures 
and postures while cleaning: flexion of the trunk without bending the legs, 
repetitive hand gestures and raising of the shoulders.  

The woman also does the administrative work.  

 

The gender-based effects of seasonality on the division  
of labour and on health  
 
In summer, a number of other tasks are required and the strains to which the 
woman and the man are exposed intensify. Indeed, the summer season is more 
arduous than the winter season: both farmers perform work in the fields on 
top of the milking tasks already described. The man works in the fields for the 
cows, preparing the hay for the winter and driving the tractor for longer periods 
than during the winter. He is thus exposed to strains for longer periods: 
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vibration, noise, static posture and twisting of the trunk, as well as rotation of 
the head and neck. The woman is engaged in cultivation for family 
consumption and preserves food to stock up for the winter. She is thus exposed 
to repetitive gestures and awkward postures. The summer season adversely 
affects health because the strains increase and intensify for both the woman 
and the man. The man’s back problems are what really stand out when talking 
to them, however.  

 
Managing non-working time 
 
Domestic work, as well as political and associative activities are equally 
gendered. Domestic work is the woman’s responsibility, although the child (12 
years of age) who is still living at home contributes a lot to household tasks to 
help mother. Associative activities and the woman’s training courses enable 
her to get out of the agricultural environment and enhance her skills in other 
areas. The man’s political activities enable him to exchange views with others 
outside the agricultural milieu. These non-work related activities enrich their 
conversations, at home in the evening, in addition to talking about cows and 
the farm.  

Finally, the decision to remain an organic farm and self-sufficient gives 
meaning to their work in agriculture and makes it easier to manage life outside 
work with possibilities to engage in other activities and to meet other people 
and not remain isolated.  

 
Conclusion 
  
Understanding the gender division of labour shows that the woman and the 
man are not subjected to the same strains and develop different strategies to 
protect their health. In this kind of farming the man has developed gestural 
and postural strategies, while the woman uses verbal and anticipatory 
strategies. The woman would be able to drive the tractor and the man is capable 
of doing the administrative work. But the actual distribution of the tasks 
reflects time-managing strategies and recognition of the different skills of the 
woman and the man. In summer, seasonal work in the fields is more intense, 
with a time dimension that brings this division of labour by sex and gender 
into even sharper relief and augments the different strains of the woman and 
of the man. The man’s work involves activities in the fields using a tractor over 
long working hours, while the woman cultivates the kitchen garden, makes 
preserves for the family and takes care of domestic work, while also doing 
administrative tasks. Both are involved in activities outside farming, but they, 
too, are gendered, the woman engaging in associational activities on top of her 
domestic responsibilities, while the man engages in political activities. MSDs 
are linked to a combination of biomechanical and psychosocial stresses in 
connection with work organisation. On this farm, the biomechanical strains 
are substantial, but on the other hand the possibility of taking days off, 
modifying ways of doing things (individually or together), remaining open to 
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other, non-agricultural activities and giving meaning to their work because of 
their decision to run an organic farm seem to protect their health.  
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