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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Historically, the transport sector has been male-dominated in all countries, including Portugal. In recent
years, Portugal has struggled to balance the proportion of men and women working in the transport sector through policies,
programs, and awareness campaigns. In most cases, the overall impact has been rather unsatisfactory, questioning the necessity
of introducing other methods and strategies.
OBJECTIVE: The main objectives were to assess the existing gender inequalities in the Portuguese transport sector labour
market, identify the causes, and propose guidelines and possible solutions toward a more inclusive and gender-neutral society.
METHODS: Using both qualitative and quantitative methods, the methodological background of this research is divided into
three main parts: (i) a literature review of academic publications, reports, and laws in the European and Portuguese context, (ii)
semi-structured interviews with representatives of two Portuguese transport companies, and (iii) statistical analysis compiling
data from European and national official sources.
RESULTS: There is evidence of differences in opportunities between women and men, starting with lower mobility and
access to the labour market. Some companies in the sector have already recognised the existence of asymmetries and have
introduced policies and measures to reduce them. Nonetheless, the actions already implemented have not led to the expected
results.
CONCLUSION: More governmental and institutional attention should be provided to develop gender-neutral employment
policies for the transport sector and more accurate gender equality measures and instruments to change the status quo are
needed. This paper presents a series of recommendations for better governance of gender inequalities in the Portuguese
transport labour market.
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1. Introduction

Over the years, women’s employment especially in
male-dominated sectors has been the subject of a wide
variety of studies and analyses, particularly exam-
ining gender-related issues in health and working
conditions [1–4]. Gender inequalities are noteworthy
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in most countries [5] and consequently reflected in
the world of work, for example through gender pay
gaps [6–8].

Mobility is an essential human activity and plays
an important role in the citizens’ quality of life [9–12]
contributing to territorial and social cohesion. Addi-
tionally, this sector is a powerful engine of business
and economic development, both in terms of trans-
porting people and goods [13].

At the European level, the transport sector directly
employs around 10 million people and accounts for
about 5% of GDP [14]. Many European companies
operating in this sector are world leaders in infrastruc-
ture, logistics, traffic management systems and the
manufacture of transport equipment. Specifically, in
Portugal, the transport and storage sector represented,
in 2017, around 4% of companies (16,000), 3% of the
national trading volume (12 billion euros), and 4% of
the total number of persons employed [13], however,
this value is not equal in gender.

Currently, despite advances in gender equality,
the labour market of the Portuguese transport sec-
tor still presents discrepancies. Achieving gender
equality is both an individual and a collective commit-
ment. Struggles to make this sector more appealing
to women include considerations of training, learn-
ing and professional development, adaptable working
conditions, workplace safety, and the possibility of
balancing professional, personal, and family life.
Nevertheless, the advances achieved are unsatis-
factory and unequal among the transport sector
companies.

Against this background, the main objectives of
this research were to assess the existing gender
inequalities in the Portuguese transport sector labour
market, identify and research their causes, and pro-
pose guidelines and possible solutions towards a more
inclusive and gender-neutral society.

In the first part of the paper, the research has been
framed against the European and Portuguese con-
texts regarding gender inequalities in the employment
labour force, and in the transport sector in particular.
This has helped to understand the factors that led to
the current situation, not only at the European level,
but also in Portugal.

The second part highlights the existing policies
and measures that have been implemented in Por-
tugal in order to reduce gender inequalities, women’s
position within the Portuguese transport sector, as
well as empirical evidence regarding how Portuguese
transport companies have been fighting to reduce the
segregation of jobs and gender inequalities.

The third part emphasizes the main barriers to
women’s career progression and a set of recommen-
dations aiming at reducing gender inequalities in the
transport sector, while the conclusions suggest that
more governmental and institutional attention should
be paid to develop better gender-neutral employment
policies and measures.

2. Materials and methods

The research material consisted of national poli-
cies and European and national statistical analyses,
information from Portuguese companies in the sector,
and both international and national literature. Euro-
pean open-access statistical data were obtained from
Eurostat, while national statistics were obtained from
the National Statistics Institute (INE) [15] and POR-
DATA [16]. Data related to the Portuguese transport
companies were obtained through semi-structured
interviews conducted by telephone in December 2020
and January 2021 with two national rail companies,
namely Fertagus (a commuter rail operator in Lisbon
Metropolitan Area) and MTS – Metro Transportes do
Sul (a light rail network that operates in the suburban
of Lisbon), and sustainability reports from other com-
panies of interest for the topic. It is worth noting that
other national transport companies were contacted
without success.

In order to obtain a reference of the current sit-
uation of this sector in relation to gender inclusion,
to illustrate the problems women have experienced
and highlight good practices, the semi-structured
interview included four main topics: (i) evolution
of employees by gender and professional category,
(ii) absenteeism by gender and professional category,
(iii) policies/measures implemented to promote equal
opportunities and women’s response to professional
categories traditionally occupied by men, and (iv)
measures and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic by
gender.

3. Employment and gender inequalities

3.1. A European perspective

The transport sector is a traditionally male-
dominated one, both from an employment point of
view and for the values it embodies. It has the stigma
of being dominated by a “macho” culture and it has
been regarded as “no place for women” [17]. In global
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terms, on average, less than 20% of the transport
workers are women [18].

According to the European Commission, the trans-
port sector in Europe is not gender-balanced. Female
employees represent only 22% of the workforce [19].
In addition, according to the European Institute for
Gender Equality [20], men earn more than women in
every occupation. On average, in Europe, women are
paid 16.4% less than men per hour of work.

Figure 1 illustrates the percentage of women
employed in the transport and storage sector com-
pared to the total employment in this sector in all
European Union countries in 2019. Within this con-
text, Cyprus (31.1%), Estonia (28.4%), Slovakia
(27.7%), France (27.2%), Lithuania (27.2%) and
Czech Republic (27.1%) emerge as the countries
with the highest female participation in the transport
labour market. On the contrary, Romania (13.2%),
Croatia (18.9%) and Bulgaria (19.3%) are the coun-
tries with the lowest percentages of women employed
in the transport and storage sector at the end of 2019.
In the same year, Portugal is ranked 17th among the
European Union countries, with 22.7% of women
working in the transport and storage sector.

Figure 2 presents the top five countries with
upward (left) and downward (right) trends regarding
the participation of female workers in the transport
sector. We analysed data from 2010 to 2019 and
countries were ranked by the slope of the time series
regression.

Malta is the country with the fastest growth rate of
women in the transport sector (approximately 1.21%
per year), followed by Portugal, Slovenia, Turkey,
and Slovakia. On the contrary, the participation of
women in the transport sector is decreasing in Roma-
nia (approximately –0.83% per year).

Turnbull [18] summarises and explains the low
participation of female workers in the transport sec-
tor by two factors: (i) working conditions (including
the time, timing, and place of work), and (ii) gen-
der stereotyping. In some European countries, for
instance, legislation prohibits women from work-
ing in specific jobs in the rail industry. These
gender-based attitudes are deeply entrenched in many
countries and make it difficult for women to progress
their careers. In comparison, other transport sectors
such as air, maritime, road and postal are viewed as
more ‘female-friendly’, according to Fraszczyk and
Piip [17].

Mejia-Dorantes [21] analysed the gender gap in the
European context regarding transport-related compa-
nies. It was concluded that the lack of programs that

foster women in STEM (Science, Technology, Engi-
neering, and Mathematics) academic disciplines,
notably reduce the possibilities to attain higher
female shares in the transport sector. The lack of
female students in STEM academic disciplines limits
the number of future specialists that may later work
in a transport company.

The socioeconomic and political situation of each
European Union country plays a role in promoting
gender equality. As stated by Mejia-Dorantes [21],
it is easier for countries with lower unemployment
levels to promote more measures to reduce gender
gaps. According to the author, transport companies in
countries with a worse economic situation may have
fewer resources to promote gender equality measures.
Therefore, low-cost measures and ideas are important
to reduce it.

We further investigated the relationship among
socioeconomic variables with the employment par-
ticipation of women in the transport sector (PWETS)
in 35 European countries using four independent vari-
ables: unemployment rate (UNPL), gross domestic
product (GDP), median income (INC), and income
quintile share ratio S80/S20 as a variable to measure
the inequality (INEQ). Unfortunately, these variables
in the multivariate linear regression were not sta-
tistically significant (high p-values), except for the
income quintile share ratio S80/S20.

Figure 3 presents the simple linear regression
among the percentage of women employed in the
transport and storage sector (PWETS) and these four
variables. As illustrated, European countries with
higher income inequalities tend to have less partic-
ipation of women in the transport sector jobs.

3.2. A Portuguese perspective

Until the 1950 s women were found in exclusively
female traditional occupations [22, 23] characterised
by precarious legal status, high rates of illiteracy,
poverty, and lack of health services [24]. The exis-
tence of gender inequalities has led societies to create
different gender social positions. In its turn, the seg-
regation of jobs has created a stereotype that has
been easily accepted and replicated in all societies
[18, 25].

During its history, transport has been associ-
ated with technology and male dominance and
control, while women have been relegated to the
passive position of passengers [15, 22, 26] or
service/administrative roles. Transport has been con-
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Fig. 1. Percentage of female workers within the transport sector in the European Union countries. Data source: Eurostat, 2019.
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Fig. 2. Top five countries with most upward and downward trends. Data source: Eurostat, 2019.

Fig. 3. Linear regressions. Data source: Eurostat, 2019.

sidered gender-neutral, as it should benefit both men
and women. Accordingly, a series of studies have
shown that the transport sector, in terms of employ-
ment, education, access to facilities and leisure is
often gender blind [12, 27, 28].

Amaral et al. [29] highlight that The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) is considered a
starting point for the framework of policies for gender
equality. Since 1950, the United Nations (UN) started
to promote measures sensitive to gender inequalities.
Initially, the Portuguese public policies had at their
base international guidelines such as the International
Decade for Women (1975–1985), the establishment
of International Women’s Day and the World Con-

ferences on Women [29, 30]. Within this context,
awareness about gender inequalities in Portugal was
raised and national plans for gender equality devel-
oped.

According to Ferreira [31] and Schouten [24], the
current situation of Portuguese women is a direct
consequence of a legal framework based on gender
equality introduced on the 25th April 1974, reflect-
ing the end of subordination to the traditional male
rules. Specifically, the end of the dictatorial regime
translated into social processes occurring later than
in other European Union countries, including in this
category the workforce feminisation and the gender
mobility patterns [32].
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Fig. 4. Average time of unpaid work on the last working day by
gender concerning care work and household chores. Data source:
Perista et al., 2016.

Nowadays, in Portugal women can be found in
almost every activity sector, meaning that societal
restricted gender positions in the labour market have
dramatically changed [22]. Despite such efforts,
gaps remain in some engineering areas, including
the transport sector. Researchers affirm that female
participation in the national context comes from his-
torical, cultural, and economic peculiarities [24, 33,
34].

As stated by González [34], the Portuguese labour
market is considered a particular case from a gender
perspective due to not only the high female participa-
tion rate, low gender gaps and employment rates, but
the high gender segregation of jobs, both horizontal
and vertical. In this sense, female workers are more
common in the service sector, while men are more
represented in manufacturing and construction [34,
35]. Moreover, women are overrepresented in human

health and social support activities, while men are
overrepresented in sectors such as extractive indus-
tries and transport and storage sectors [35]. As stated
by Matias et al. [36] and Oliveira [32], Portugal does
not fit into any traditional model. According to these
authors, Portuguese women bear mostly all domes-
tic and care chores. Perista et al. [37] researched the
distribution of time spent in domestic tasks by men
and women in Portugal and identified that men spend
on average 2h38 min a day in such activities, while
women spend 4h23 min (Fig. 4).

Another important issue remains, at an earlier
stage, in education [21, 34, 38]. Although education
levels do not differ significantly between genders,
the distribution among professions is remarkable. As
Fig. 5 illustrates, engineering and construction are the
fields where women are less present. The stereotypes
rooted in society may explain the gender representa-
tion among the different fields of activity.

In a study focused on gender inequalities in the
university environment in Lisbon, it has been shown
that, although women are found to have higher levels
of education, they occupy fewer top places, coping
with major difficulties in career progress [38].

Despite legislation that encourages gender equal-
ity in decision-making positions adopted at national
level across the country, female participation is still
marginal, with a predominance of men in the high-
level positions in public and private companies. As
an example, the company Infraestruturas de Portu-
gal (Infrastructures of Portugal - IP) reported to have

Fig. 5. Percentage of women in university education per area of knowledge. Data source: PORDATA, 2020.
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76% of men against 24% of women employed by the
end of 2018, with only 36% of women belonging to
decision-making positions [39–41].

4. Gender equality in the transport sector:
An underexplored territory in Portugal?

4.1. Existing policies and measures for gender
equal opportunities

Gender equality means equal rights and opportuni-
ties, visibility, valorisation, power, and participation
of both women and men, in all spheres of public and
private life. In recent years there has been an increase
in European and national policies related to gender
equality issues, leading to a clear improvement of
women’s inclusion in the labour market in all sectors.
These policies emerged mainly due to the adoption
of national plans for equality, which are part of the
European Strategy for the Employment [42].

The involvement and commitment of several
Portuguese public and private companies have con-
tributed significantly to achieve more positive and
equitable results in a shorter period. Despite notable
improvements in women’s participation in the labour
market, asymmetries still exist and must be cor-
rected. In this sense, in the last two decades,
Portugal adopted five national plans to promote
gender equality (1st Global Plan for Equality of
Opportunities 1997–1999, 2nd National Plan for
Equality 2003–2006, 3rd National Plan for Equal-
ity - Citizenship and Gender 2007–2010, 4th
National Plan for Equality, Gender, Citizenship and
Non-Discrimination 2011–2013, and 5th National
Plan for Equality: Citizenship, Gender and Non-
Discrimination 2014–2017) [43].

Additionally, the National Strategy for Equality
and Non-Discrimination 2018–2030 - Portugal +
Equal has been approved recently. As a direct result,
an official institution was created in 1977 - currently
CIG – Comissão para a Cidadania e a Igualdade
de Género (Committee for Citizenship and Gender
Equality). It has made significant positive progress in
several fields, such as expansion and democratisation
of educational and healthcare structures and social
services, leading to the creation of jobs dedicated
mainly to women [24, 35, 44].

Intending to promote talented women with lead-
ership potential at top management functions in
Portuguese companies, the Confederação Empre-
sarial de Portugal (Confederation of Portuguese

Business - CIP) launched in November 2019 the Pro-
mova Project. In December 2018, the Portuguese
Government launched a work-life balance program
“Programa para a Conciliação da Vida Profissional,
Pessoal e Familiar 2018-2019” (2018-2019 Pro-
fessional, Personal and Family Life Reconciliation
Program), with a set of best practices to promote
well-being in public and private companies [45–47].

Within the National Strategy for Equality and
Non-Discrimination 2018–2030 - Portugal + Equal,
several significant laws were approved to foster gen-
der equality [47]. In top management positions by
introducing the Law 62/2017 August 1st that defines
gender quotas in the boards of public and listed cor-
porations, in the last four years the number of female
executives has raised significantly in listed firms from
12% to 18%, in state-owned companies from 28% to
32%, and in local public institutions from 20% to
32%.

In the political panorama, changes have also been
impressive, with the implementation of the Law
1/2019 March 29th that also defines minimum thresh-
olds for women in electoral lists to national and
European parliament, elective bodies of municipal-
ities, and members of the Parish Councils. Lastly,
Law 26/2019 March 28th sets a minimum of 40% for
women’s representation in the public administration,
public higher education institutions and associations
[45, 47].

Alongside the above-mentioned main equality
plans introduced in Portugal during the last years (see
Fig. 6), and in line with the progress seen in the Euro-
pean Union in terms of gender inequalities reduction,
there has also been observed a growth in the number
of policies related to the gender equality topic that
guides the inclusion of women in the labour mar-
ket and, consequently, a review of the conditions that
allow and facilitate the combination of professional
activity with family and personal life.

4.2. Women in the Portuguese transport sector

In 2018, the active population in Portugal was esti-
mated at 5,232,600, of which 50.8% were men and
49.2% women. Compared to the previous year, there
was an increase of 13,200 people, resulting from the
increase in the number of active women (+19,200)
and the decrease in the number of active men (–6,000)
[35].

Figure 7 illustrates the wage evolution by gen-
der in Portugal between 2010 and 2019. Although
women work more hours per day, men earn more.
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Fig. 6. Chronological line of gender policies and measures implemented in Portugal between 1997 and 2020.

Fig. 7. Gender pay gap in Portugal between 2010 and 2019. Data
source: INE and PORDATA, 2020.

By 2019, men were earning on average D 1,312.4
monthly, while women around D 1,087 per month,
resulting in a difference of 17.2%. The evolution of
monthly income between 2010 and 2019 shows a
constant positive trend in the case of women, while
men’s income has decreased until 2014, and since
that year it has grown steadily. However, the wage
gap between men and women, despite its constant
decrease between 2010 and 2019, was reduced by
only 3.8% during the last decade.

As shown in Fig. 8, Portuguese women are more
prone to opt for a part-time job than men. In 2018,
14.4% of women and only 10.6% of men were work-
ing part-time, while no stable trend could be observed

in the evolution between 2012 and 2018. This is par-
tially explained by the fact that Portuguese men spend
1h36 min a day cooking, cleaning, and taking care of
children, which is less than 1/3 of the time used by
Portuguese women, who spend on average 5h28 min
a day doing domestic tasks [44].

Regarding the Portuguese transport and storage
sector, after oscillatory variations, in most cases pos-
itive, in 2019 there were 218,600 people working in
the sector (see Fig. 9), of which approximately 49,600
were women. On the contrary, according to the 2020
World Report on Gender Inequality, carried out by
the World Economic Forum, in Portugal, only 16.2%
of women held management positions in companies
[50]. Additionally, women continue to use more hours
of maternity leaves than men [51].

As stated before, the Portuguese transport sector
has around 16,000 companies, 91% of them being
small companies. The sector is mainly composed by
inland transport companies (98%), while air (1%) and
maritime (0.5%) subsectors have a very scarce pres-
ence. Inland transport companies have a contribution
of 60% in the trading volume of the sector and employ
around 88% of its total workforce. The air transport
subsector has a weight of 35% in the trading vol-
ume and 11% in the workforce, while the maritime
transport subsector is less represented, with only 4%
of the trading volume and 1% of the workforce (see
Fig. 10).

Interestingly, despite the large wage gap between
men and women in Portugal and, more specifically,
in spite of the unequal distribution among the differ-
ent professional categories, in the transport sector the
distribution of average wages by gender is more bal-
anced. Women’s average monthly income is 17.5%
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Fig. 8. Employed population by working time arrangements by gender between 2012 and 2018 (%). Data source: CITE, 2019.

Fig. 9. Portuguese employees in the transport and storage sector between 2011 and 2020. Data source: PORDATA, 2020.

Fig. 10. Portuguese transport sector by segments of economic activity – Number of companies, trading volume and number of employees.
Data source: Banco de Portugal, 2017.
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Fig. 11. Gender pay gap in the Portuguese transport and storage sector by professional categories in 2019. Data source: PORDATA, 2020.

higher than men’s. Nonetheless, the gender pay gap
varies among the different professional categories of
this sector (see Fig. 11).

Hence, women earn less than men in top positions,
such as senior managers (–26.7%) and managers
(–13.6%). Likewise, men earn less than women in
middle positions – supervisors and team leaders
(–24.5%), qualified (–11.5%) and highly qualified
professionals (–12.5%). On the contrary, in bottom
positions (semi-qualified and unqualified profes-
sionals, practitioners and apprentices), a balanced
distribution can be noticed, with a difference in favour
of men of less than 5% in each case.

4.3. An insider and close-up approach: How do
Portuguese transport companies fight
against gender inequalities?

Aiming at providing a general overview of how
Portuguese transport companies have been fighting
against gender inequalities, this section presents the
case studies of two specific large transport compa-
nies in Portugal, namely Fertagus and MTS - Metro
Transportes do Sul. For this purpose, we used infor-
mation obtained through semi-structured interviews
and statistical data provided by both Fertagus and
MTS, as well as the public reports and accounts of
these companies, available on their official webpages.

Fertagus is a Portuguese private railway operator.
Its railway line serves 14 stations over a length of
approximately 54 km spread between the southern
and northern banks of Tagus River, connecting the
city of Setúbal and Roma-Areeiro station in Lisbon,

and is responsible for approximately 98,000 daily
commutes [52].

By 2020, the company’s workforce consisted of
183 employees spread across eight functions, with
the commercial department having a 50% employee
representation. From those 183 employees, 40% were
women. The average age of the employees was
around 40 years, and 60% of the employees had com-
pleted only secondary education [52].

Regarding the evolution in number of employ-
ees by gender in the last ten years, as illustrated in
Fig. 12, the percentage of men increased between
2011 and 2016 (+4.5%), while the percentage of
women decreased during the same period (–7.4%).
On the contrary, from 2016 to 2020, the percent-
age of women increased considerably (+9.3%), whilst
the percentage of men decreased by 5%. It is impor-
tant to mention that the highest proportions of female
employees were registered in 2019 (39.9%) and 2020
(38%), which is in accordance with the national gen-
der policy framework timeline (Fig. 6).

According to an internal satisfaction survey
answered by 133 employees, it was possible to ascer-
tain that the aspects with the worst scores on a scale
varying from 1 to 5 were the equality of opportu-
nity and working conditions with a score of 3.4, and
the recognition with a 3.5 score [52]. Hence, the cat-
egories where there was a greater gender disparity
were the technical professional categories, revealing
that investment in the technical training of employees
continues to be more applied to men.

MTS - Metro Transportes do Sul, SA is a Por-
tuguese light surface metro operator. Its network is
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Fig. 12. Fertagus employees’ evolution by gender between 2011 and 2020.

Fig. 13. MTS employees’ evolution by gender between 2011 and 2020.

made up of three lines with a total of 14 km and 19
stations, and connects the municipalities of Almada
and Seixal on the south bank of the Tagus River [53].

In 2020 the company had 127 employees, of which
only 27.6% were women. The trend in employment
between 2011 and 2020 shows a substantial increase
in the percentage of women, with an overall growth
rate around 18.8%, while men decreased by –5.7%.
Nonetheless, MTS still presents a very high gender
disparity (Fig. 13).

Regarding the implementation of policies and
measures aiming at promoting gender-equal opportu-
nities, Fertagus and MTS affirmed the companies do
not have, nor have implemented specific measures.
They consider it unnecessary and claim they never
discriminated a worker by gender.

“We do not have specific measures in place, as we
believe it is not necessary. At Fertagus, we do not
and never have made any discrimination regard-
ing gender. When a recruitment process takes
place, we only evaluate the candidates’ skills, and
not whether they are men or women.”

Accordingly, both Fertagus and MTS state they
have a balanced ratio of employees by gender in top
positions.

“Fertagus was the first Portuguese railway com-
pany to hire female train drivers. Currently,
the company has four intermediate managers in
the Commercial Department, of which three are
women. At the same time, the company has five
directors, three of whom are women. Since 2019,



846 E.-C. Adorean et al. / Employment and gender inequalities

the Board of Directors has three members, all
women, while two women were hired for mainte-
nance operators in the same period.”

“At MTS, since the 1st recruitment we have hired
women for driver operators, a situation that has
remained until today in the company. In our
Commercial Department, we have one woman as
intermediate manager from a total of two. More-
over, the company has two female employees as
heads of two departments, from a total number of
four such departments.”

Concerning absenteeism by gender and profes-
sional category, both companies affirmed they do
not make public such data, while neither Fertagus,
nor MTS assessed the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on the employees’ professional activity
performance, stating they did not see any added
difficulties in female employees due to COVID-19
outbreak.

From these two case studies it is possible to affirm
that women are starting to be important in transport
companies, but are not yet recognized in the same way
as men. In these two specific cases, no plans for equal-
ity and combating harassment at work were found.
Although the companies do not discriminate based on
gender, they do not make any positive differentiation
to attract more women in the sector.

5. Barriers and recommendations towards an
ungendered transport sector in Portugal

5.1. Barriers to women’s career progression

Potential employees reject jobs that have an unap-
pealing image or less attractive characteristics [17]
such as high accident rate at work, non-valuation, lack
of career advancement opportunities, lack of inspec-
tion of safety at work by public entities [54], “dirty”,
“difficult” and “dangerous” work, and unstable wages
[55]. According to Hjelte et al. [25], women are look-
ing for quality jobs that value aspects such as flexible
hours, proximity to the workplace, learning opportu-
nities, growth in the company, autonomy, and social
interaction.

Garcı́a-Jiménez et al. [56] identified four main
groups of barriers that negatively influence women’s
empowerment: (i) socioeconomic conditions, (ii) job
characteristics, (iii) personal circumstances, and (iv)
individual characteristics.

The socioeconomic conditions refer to segregation
of jobs and unequal recruitment and legal framework
factors. The second category of barriers that make
women’s empowerment and career progression dif-
ficult is related to the characteristics of jobs, such
as gender inequalities in recruitment, retention, and
promotion processes, pay gaps and facilities, training
provision, safety, and security.

The third category includes personal circum-
stances, such as caring/parenting responsibilities,
social network and access to resources and infor-
mation. Last but not least, the fourth category is
defined by women’s individual characteristics, such
as personal skills, adaptability, education level, health
status, wellbeing, or demographic factors that most
often interfere with women’s career progression.

In Portugal, the transformation of labour market
has been accompanied by several national direc-
tives and movements, generally driven by European
directives [35, 51, 57]. Although women have a
consolidated presence in the labour market and
in education, they are still underrepresented in
high-level positions in companies because of the dif-
ferences found in career progression opportunities
[29, 32]. Hence, it is important to look more closely
at the transport sector to understand the persistent
imbalance in gender participation.

The approach of gender equality in the transport
sector is a very recent phenomenon in Portugal [23,
28]. As stated by Cunha et al. [49], due to their
latest entry in the sector, Portuguese women work-
ing in the transport sector are normally in the most
unfavourable status and are obliged to do painful ser-
vices [49]. Accordingly, the main barrier to women’s
progression is a combination between the atypical
working times, the professional status, low career
development opportunities, the incompatibility of the
working schedules with personal and family life [18,
49], and the impact of work on health, as several
transport professional categories require physical and
mental effort [25]. On the contrary, according to Mon-
teiro et al. [48] the absence of a gender perspective
in the diagnosis, planning, design and evaluation of
mobility and transport systems is the first step to
women’s career failure in the transport sector.

The discussion about employment in the transport
sector should be made along with the discussion on
how the Portuguese society works and what role men
and women play in family care and domestic chores
[35]. The remarkable difference in the distribution of
family responsibilities and house care still present in
Portuguese society may be the cause of the weak pres-
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ence of women in a still male-dominated sector [37].
The existing discrimination at work results in limiting
women’s pay, imposes barriers to career development
and limits the potential in the workplace as a result
of reduced motivation levels [44, 58].

The evolution of Portuguese society towards a
more equitable sharing of family duties has not been
accompanied either by an evolution in terms of legal
framework, infrastructure, and mentality [24], or in
terms of companies’ openness to gender issues [51].
Against this background, the analysis of the case
studies also resulted in three barriers that most often
hinder the women’s career progression.

The first barrier identified is the lack of gender
equality plans in companies belonging to the national
transport sector. Although there exist clear directives
and guidelines that point to the need for companies
to implement gender equality plans, this is not yet
applied in all transport companies.

Additionally, the lack of measures aiming at mit-
igating gender inequalities in companies within this
sector leads to an increase in the segregation of pro-
fessional categories. On the other hand, the lack of
satisfaction surveys within companies on a regular
basis represents another barrier to women’s career
development, as in the absence of such measures
women’s perceptions and needs cannot be properly
heard, thus affecting their professional path.

Based on the analyses presented above, the barri-
ers to women’s career progression in the Portuguese
transport sector can be grouped into three main cate-
gories: (i) societal barriers, (ii) company barriers and
(iii) personal barriers.

The first category of barriers refers to cultural and
societal norms and messages, most often unspoken,
that women receive during their lifetime. These are
frequently induced by gender stereotypes and societal
traditions, which reinforce the way in which men and
women are seen in the society [51]. The main factors
that cause this type of barriers are the gender roles
unconsciously assigned and assumed by women and
men at a young age [48], including the segregation of
academic fields in schools [21, 38], domestic respon-
sibilities inherited from parents and grandparents, or
even the lack of flexible working or the excessive
childcare costs [44].

The second category of barriers relates to obstacles
experienced in the workplace. This category includes
elusive critical experiences that influence the women
within the company, such as organisational cultures
and norms which disadvantage women, unequal men-
toring and sponsorship, lack of role models [43, 49],

and absence of gender equality plans and measures
[51].

The third category of barriers refer to the spe-
cific presence of women in the workplace, which is
directly related to women’s attitudes. Besides spe-
cific negative situations women may experience in
the workplace [29], it is worth mentioning the scep-
ticism, the ambition gap, the confidence, not pushing
to be heard during meetings, trying to replicate ‘male’
models, or reticence to instigate negotiations [44].

5.2. Recommendations towards an ungendered
transport sector in Portugal

Although there are already clear laws in the labour
code on equality and non-discrimination principles,
as well as entities that supervise these situations in
companies, very little is applied. Additionally, the
results of the measures and campaigns developed so
far are rather unsatisfactory, meaning that there is still
a long journey ahead to overcome this gap. Thus, it
is still necessary to implement measures, not only
across public and private companies, but also at gov-
ernmental level and in the educational system (see
Table 1).

At educational and scientific level, the Ministry
of Education should propose the introduction of
an optional transport and mobility discipline in
lower and upper secondary education curricula. Thus,
future students would have a better vision on what
the transport sector involves, as well as what are
the perspectives this sector may offer. Likewise, con-
sidering the differences that normally exist between
theory and practice, annual study visits to transport
companies should be organised, with the presentation
of the work carried out. These two measures should
be corroborated with inclusion programs that involve
allocation of school hours dedicated to the theme of
professional categories and career.

Moreover, the universities specialised not only
in transport and mobility, but also in employment,
should encourage researchers to conduct studies on
gender inequalities in the transport sector, offering
participants funds or prizes as an incentive, while
the national and European organizations of mobility
programs and projects should support and encourage
research on gender inequalities within the transport
sector as well.

At company level, companies should ensure the
existence of a transparent remuneration policy appli-
cable to their workers in order to avoid gender
wage discrimination. This policy should be based
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Table 1
Recommendations to mitigate gender inequalities in the Portuguese transport sector

Educational and
scientific level

• Introduction of an optional transport and mobility discipline in the lower and upper secondary education
curricula.

• Organization of annual study visits to transport companies, with the presentation of the work carried out.
• Universities specialized in transport and mobility area should encourage researchers to conduct studies on

gender inequalities in the transport sector.
• National and European organizations of mobility programs and projects should support and encourage research

on gender inequalities within the transport sector.
Company level • Adoption of a transparent remuneration policy.

• Implementation of regular internal surveys in order to assess employees’ biggest difficulties at work.
• Annual reports containing nominative information, divided between genders.
• Creation of involvement programs on returning to work after parental leave.
• Creation of child day care centres and holiday camps to be used during Easter, Summer, and Christmas.
• Creation of women’s development programs in transport companies.

Governmental
level

• The development of all transport systems must have at its base the life experiences of women and the specific
needs at each stage of their life cycle.

• Local authorities should include specialists in gender within the transport planning sector.
• Implementation of a law that allows women with children under 6 years old to work 6 hours a day or to have

flexible work schedule.
• Monitoring of equality plans elaboration and implementation within the companies and employees’

satisfaction surveys.
• Annual national reports featuring successful women working in the Portuguese transport sector.

on the evaluation of the components of the func-
tions performed by the workers, merit, productivity,
assiduousness, or absenteeism rate.

The elaboration of public annual reports by com-
panies containing nominative information by gender
would increase the companies’ level of transparency
about its composition, professional categories, and
differences in salaries, not only between men and
women, but also among the different professional
positions.

Furthermore, the implementation of regular inter-
nal surveys to employees in order to assess their
difficulties at work would help to reduce the gender
disparity within the sector. Based on surveys results,
the measure should be complemented by training
actions to fight against the gaps within a maximum
period of six months after closing the survey.

Transitioning back to work after parental leave
is always challenging [59]. Thus, the creation of
involvement programs on returning to work after
parental leave, based on career development or
maternity-return coaching for example, may support
women returning to work, give confidence, and help
organise better their career progress. In addition, in
order to care for the children of workers who cannot
take holidays during Easter, Summer and Christmas,
child day care centres and holiday camps should be
created. This measure may involve not only the trans-
port companies, but also local authorities, and other
activity sectors.

On the other side, by creating development pro-
grams for women, such as leadership development
programs, coaching, mentoring or acceleration pro-
grams, would help them to develop their own
professional skills and identity. Indirectly, it would
help companies to improve their human resources,
productivity, and overall results.

Regarding the governmental level, as stipulated
by existing legislation, the elaboration of gender
equality plans is mandatory. In order to avoid non-
compliance with legislation, the Government should
monitor the elaboration and implementation of gen-
der equality plans within companies. In addition,
companies should be obliged to conduct an inter-
nal survey among employees to ascertain whether or
not the framework of measures to implement in the
respective year has been complied with.

In order to allow a better conciliation between pro-
fessional and personal life, the Government should
implement a law that allows women with children
under 6 years old to work 6 hours a day and
give them priority to choose their working hours in
case shift work is permitted. Otherwise, the Gov-
ernment should encourage transport companies to
offer flexible work schedules for women in that
situation.

With the aim of inspiring female students and/or
early career women, annual national reports featuring
successful women working in the Portuguese trans-
port sector should be elaborated, with the results to



E.-C. Adorean et al. / Employment and gender inequalities 849

be disseminated in newspapers, on television and on
the Internet.

6. Conclusions

Following a global tendency adopted by almost
each European Union country, in Portugal women
still occupy a majority place in services, which some-
how reflect the work done in the family environment
over time. Despite all the profound changes as a result
of a common effort of Government, public and private
institutions, academia, and the society itself, equal-
ity between men and women presents paradoxes in
each activity sector, including transport sector, where
women are still underrepresented.

The lack of women’s facilities, the need for
improved measures and strategies, and the need for
better human resources policies which acknowledge
women’s caring responsibilities are the main fac-
tors that should be improved in order to increase
the participation of women in transport jobs, their
empowerment and career progression. Nevertheless,
although policies have been evolving regarding this
topic, the lack of specific measures applied to each
sector of work and regular checks to ensure their
application proves that there is still a long way to
go before this gap is closed.

Segregation between women and men within the
transport sector starts early, as a result of traditions
and stereotypes about gender positions that influence
women’s and men’s career paths, with gender segre-
gation crossing not only the labour market, but also
the educational system. Therefore, it is important to
continue the implementation of measures and laws to
overcome socio-cultural stereotypes and build a new
narrative. The dissemination of good practice exam-
ples and the further development of targeted laws are
essential to reform the overview of the industry and
its participants and should be conducted in such a way
to include all stakeholders, especially companies.

6.1. Limitations of the study

The main limitation of the study was the absence
of academic studies that address the position of Por-
tuguese women in the transport sector and the barriers
they have to break for the sake of career advance-
ment. Additionally, considering that gender equality
is still a sensitive issue within the labour market,
Portuguese transport companies still have misgiv-
ings when approached by researchers or specialists

in the field. It was demonstrated by our several failed
attempts to include more transport companies in this
research.
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