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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Ports have increasingly been addressing sustainability issues; however, gender equality has been a low priority in
Ports such efforts. This paper is aimed at providing insights into how ports have been addressing gender equality to
Sustainability contribute to sustainability. Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with top-level port managers
g:g: :gﬁil;ty from six European countries. The responses from the interviewees were analysed using Grounded Theory’s
Gender segregation constant comparative analysis. The findings show that European ports have engaged in gender equality measures
aimed at contributing to sustainability through gender equality in five stages: (1) Gender segregation, which
needs to be overcome, and is, in many cases, the starting point; (2) Compliance with national laws and regu-
lation; (3) Gender equity; (4) Gender equality; and (5) More sustainable ports. Internal and external forces affect
each of the stages, where thrust forces help ports reduce gender segregation and advance towards becoming more
sustainable and drag forces slow or block the efforts and may lead to returning to a previous stage of the
framework. The findings were integrated to develop a “Gender equality for sustainability in ports” framework.
Gender equality is a sine qua non for ports, and other male oriented industries, in becoming more sustainable.

1. Introduction

Ports have a key role in global production through connecting
shipping and seaports to the hinterland [63]. The global port and
maritime industries facilitate up to 90% of the global supply chain [83].
In the European Union (EU), the majority of goods transported by sea
were from outside the region, and almost 410 million passengers
embarked or disembarked in the region’s ports in 2018 [26]. Ports are
also important drivers of EU welfare and prosperity and play a key role
in the Blue Growth Agenda which sets out to make Europe’s oceans, seas
and coasts healthy and productive [22].

Ports are under increasing pressure to better contribute to the eco-
nomic, environment, social [12,89], and time dimensions [51,87] of
sustainability [55]. Most sustainability efforts of ports have focused on
environmental issues [7], such as: environmental indicators, certifica-
tion of environmental management systems, and environmental policies
[18]; new technologies and use of renewable energy sources [2,30];
material recycling and waste disposal [2], reduction of air pollution and
hazardous substances, improvement of water quality, dredging and
disposal of dredged materials, waste disposal, and land/resource use
[39]; and circular economy approaches [8,55].

The contribution of ports to the social dimension of sustainability has
been largely neglected [56], with exceptions such as providing jobs
within the port and support services [15]; and analysing relations with
their stakeholders and organisational change management [54].

A social issue that has received even less attention within the social
dimension has been gender equality, which is key for achieving sus-
tainability [13]. According to the World Ports Sustainability Report
2020 [40], gender equality (United Nations Sustainable Development
Goal number 5) is ranked almost at the bottom of port priorities in their
projects (Fig. 1). Ports, and in particular dock labour, have been tradi-
tionally male-dominated [19]. Some women have been hired in ports
and the promotion of female employment is included in the European
sector social dialogue between port workers and their employees [23].
However, the percentage of women in ports is still quite low, where
women make up only an estimated 2% of the world’s maritime work-
force [41]. The majority of port jobs are in shift-based port operations,
which attract more men [1,64], and the female participation rate in port
operations between 2014 and 2018 was 12.10%, whereas in cargo
handling it was 5.10% [83].

Even ports that have been working with sustainability for years, as
evidenced in their sustainability reports, do not have standardised ways
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Fig. 1. Priorities given by ports to each sustainable development goal [40].

of reporting their gender equality efforts; for example, it may be
included as part of social sustainability issues [69,67,32], within the
employees section [36,68,71,65,66], or in professional development
and training section [70]. In most cases the information available tends
to be scarce and shallow.

There is extremely limited research focusing on gender equality in
ports, such as: Halimah et al. [35] who studied on the eight major ports
in Malaysia to study the perceptions of the management about women in
leadership positions in the port sector showing that there is a gender
imbalance in Malaysian ports, and managers still have preference for
men for port management; Ngao and Mwangi [62], who analysed the
effects of gender diversity in board of directors on port performance in
Kenya; and Munyiva [60], who studied how work-life balance measures
increases employee performance, also in Kenya.

This paper is aimed at providing insights into how ports have been
addressing gender equality in their efforts to contribute to sustainability.
The rest of the paper is organised into the following sections: Section 2
presents a literature review on gender equality; Section 3 describes the
methods used in this study; Section 4 presents the findings; Section 5
integrates the results into a framework; and Section 6 provides the
conclusions.

2. A literature review on gender equality

Gender issues are an integral part of sustainability [33,50], since
women make a key contribution to it [37]. “Sustainable work” has to
facilitate mixed work options for women and men [50]. Women tend to
have a higher awareness of, and interest in, sustainability than men
[34]. For example, boards of directors that have a broader gender di-
versity implement more environmental and social sustainability initia-
tives [45,59], women have a stronger role in contributing to
sustainability in the fashion industry [29], and women have a more
balanced view of sustainability dimensions when teaching the subject in
higher education establishments [53]. In spite of this, actions are still
needed to reduce women segregation and their inclusion in certain jobs
or industries [76].

Two key areas that ports must improve, in order to achieve gender
equality, are gender segregation [21], and gender equity [3].

2.1. Gender segregation

Gender segregation refers to the patterns of representation of women
and men, for example in the labour market [20]. Gender segregation is
the root cause of gender inequality [20]. Traditional gender segregation

[24], due to social norms on the jobs considered to be appropriate for
each gender, is still pervasive [16,81]. Although more women are
employed in Europe than was the case in the past, efforts toward gender
equality continue [17], and a higher proportion of women than men
graduate from Higher Educational Institutions in Europe, as well as
being more educated than men, the labour market is still male domi-
nated [9]. Low participation rates of women in the labour market and
gender segregation lead to rigidity, suboptimal productivity, and eco-
nomic inefficiencies due to the loss of productive factors and the lack of
female skills [81].

According to Eurostat [25], some examples of male-dominated jobs
(with more than 70% of men) in the EU include: labourers in mining,
construction, manufacturing, and transport (74% of men), science and
engineering professionals (83%), and drivers and mobile plant operators
(96%); whereas, those female-dominated jobs (with more than 70% of
women) include: personal care (89% of women), and cleaning (84%). At
an industrial level, some of the male-dominated industries are: financial
markets [79]; computer games [73]; construction [61,77,11]; design
[75]; forestry [43]; and the port industry [90]. Female-dominated in-
dustries include: fashion [29]; education [5]; health care [10] and social
sector’ [38];.

A number of government efforts, such as gender equality laws, have
been established to serve as a starting point in reducing gender segre-
gation and improving existing work environments [77,13], where more
thorough actions are needed to reduce access barriers to jobs and to help
retain the under-represented gender [77]. However, it should be noted,
such efforts need to be integrated, since ad hoc ones are usually inef-
fective in reducing gender segregation [81].

2.2. Gender equity and equality

Gender equity refers to the process of ensuring fairness to women
and men, as well as to the strategies and measures needed to compensate
for women’s historical and social disadvantages, and it is instrumental in
achieving “gender equality” [84]. Without equal opportunities for men
and women gender equality cannot be reached [3].

Gender equality, SDG5, is one of the 17 goals set out in the United
Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development United Nations,
Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable development,
General Assembly Resolution 70/1, 25 September 2015 16301, 1-40.

1 These sectors are often described as female-dominated ones, despite which
women in managerial positions are still underrepresented [5]
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(http://unctad.org/meetings/es/SessionalDocuments/ares70d1 _es.
pdf). Gender equality refers to “equal rights, responsibilities and op-
portunities of women and men, and girls and boys, in all spheres of life”
[88]. Promoting gender equality is a driver for economic growth and a
fundamental value of the European Union [81], as an intrinsic linked to
sustainability [84]. According to the European Institute for Gender
Equality, [24], the Gender Equality Index score for the EU is 67.9 points
(out of 100), which includes issues related to work, in aspects such as
participation, segregation, and quality of work. The index has grown by
only 0.5 points since 2017, highlighting the urgent need for progress in
all EU Member States. A successful implementation of gender equality
must address root causes [91] and avoid cosmetic and tokenistic actions
that lack substance and have no clear objective [27].

Previous research on gender equality in male-dominated industries
has focused mainly on: (1) the driving forces for women to work in them,
such as the importance of education [49] and the scarcity of job alter-
natives [82]; and (2) the barriers and challenges that women face to
access a job position [58,61], to be a leader [14,28], and to continue
working in these industries [72,77).

In particular, within the maritime industry, which directly affects
ports, research on gender equality has focused on: gender discrimination
and sexual harassment [6]; women in the maritime sector and leader-
ship [47]; empowerment of women in maritime sector [42,48]; gender
equality in terms of maritime education and training [57]; potential
challenges, barriers and opportunities for women’s employment in the
maritime industry [46]; and work-life balance of women in the labour
force in the maritime sector [4].

3. Methods

This paper is aimed at providing insights into how ports have been
addressing gender equality in their efforts to contribute to sustainability.
Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with top-level di-
rectors and sustainability managers (ten men and two women) from
European ports (Table 1) from October 2019 to June 2020 to answer the
question “How ports have been addressing gender equality in their efforts to
contribute to sustainability?”. Table 1 shows the main characteristics of
the ports for which the interviewees worked. Top managers can be the
most reliable source of knowledge since they have a ‘helicopter-view’ of
sustainability efforts within their organisation [86, 52].

The interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes. The interviews were
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done digitally (by phone or Skype), in English or Spanish. They were
recorded and backed up by note taking. The interviews were codified
using NVivo 12 software [74]. A code was assigned to each of the in-
terviewees to identify them and to ensure anonymity. Each interview
code is formed by the ocean or sea where their port is located, followed
by a number (Table 1).

The responses from interviewees were analysed using Grounded
Theory’s constant comparative analysis [31], which has four stages:

(1) Comparing incidents applicable to each category, as developed
from the literature review (women participation, gender equity,
gender equality, gender efforts, and forces).

(2) Integrating categories and their properties. The individual
interviewee responses were classified according to the starting
categories.

(3) Recognising relationships, which helps to develop new categories
by juxtaposing data from the categories, or by modifying the
categories to provide new insights by comparing the empirical
data on gender efforts and those discussed in the literature (as
detailed in the discussion section).

(4) Writing the new or modified theory, which can then be used to
develop or test hypotheses, in this case the new framework pre-
sented in the discussion section [31,80].

3.1. Methods limitations

Interviews may have threats to validity and reliability [44,78]. A
major issue for this research was access to top-level managers in ports,
which was extremely limited. The authors had many difficulties in
obtaining direct contact information for the interviewees. Many at-
tempts to contact other potential interviewees were done via email and
phone. In many ports, it was necessary to go through a switchboard to
get access to the interviewee. Another difficulty was to set a date for the
interview, which in some cases had to be delayed by up to two months.
Access in countries located in Northern Europe was, usually, easier than
those in Southern Europe.

For this research the reliability might have been affected by:

Table 1
Interviewees and port’s characteristics.
Interviewee position Interviewee Ocean/sea Country Type of Business (cargo, passenger, Size Sustainability report % of
Code mixed, etc.) women
Sustainability Atlanticl Atlantic Ocean Spain Fisheries and cargo Medium  Yes (2018) 20.82%
Manager
Sustainability Atlantic2 Atlantic Ocean Spain Fisheries and cargo Medium  Yes (2019) 17.29%
Manager
Traffic Manager Balticl Baltic Sea Finland Mixed Small Not found Not found
Sustainability Baltic2 Baltic Sea Finland Passenger and some cargo Medium  Yes - but within Annual Report ~ 22%*
Manager (2018)
Environmental Mediterranean1 Mediterranean Spain Goods Large Yes (2018) 29.30%
Manager sea
Director Mediterranean2 Mediterranean Spain Cargo and some passengers Medium  Yes (2018) 31.75%
sea
Managing Director North&Balticl North / Baltic Sweden Mixed Medium  Yes (2019) 14.49%
Seas
Sustainability North&Baltic2 North / Baltic Sweden Mixed Medium  Yes (2019) 32.14%
Manager Seas
Director North&Baltic3 North / Baltic Denmark  Cargo Small Not found Not found
Seas
Environmental Northl North Sea Norway Mixed Medium  Not found 23%*
Manager
Director North2 North Sea Denmark  Fishing and cargo Small Not found Not found
CSR Manager North3 North Sea Belgium Cargo and some passengers Large Yes (2017) 20.90%

" from the Annual Report
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e Subject or participant error: the limited time available for the in-
terviews, may not have allowed the interviewee to expand upon
answers to some of the interview questions;

Subject or participant bias: the interviewees may have provided

answers that were prompted by the semi-structured interview or by

the attitude of the interviewer. As the subjects were from the top-

level managers of European ports, this might have resulted in a

bias towards top-down, over bottom-up, approaches and to a Euro-

pean context. The gender of the participants may have affected their
responses;

e Observer error: There is the possibility of cultural differences that
may have affected the research. Additionally, since sustainability
was an important topic for the interviewers, this may have biased
some responses;

e Observer bias: The shared concern of the interviewees for sustain-
ability may be a cause for this bias, which might not have been the
case if another researcher, or other companies, or other interviewees
had been approached.

It should be noted that the context of the research (Western Europe)
might limit the findings’ generalisation to other regions of the world.

4. Findings

The interviewees indicated that, historically, ports have been male-
dominated, due to, for example, old traditions and filling new posi-
tions by men, as evidenced by Mediterranean1 who noted that “ports are
an eminently masculine environment”, while Balticl stated that “recruiting
has been very informal, especially on the blue-collar side. It is from father to
son. Since it started at 100% men, it’s very difficult to change the track”.
North-Balticl indicated that “usually when we hire new people, all are men
who are filling the places”.

Some of the interviewees, such as North3, highlighted that, although
there are still much more men working on ports than women, there has
been a slow increase in women employment in the last years, stating that
“We have a very positive trend, so there’s an increasing number of women
compared to men, that if you actually look at the figures it’s coming from
16% to 18% nowadays or something like that. So, it means that the number
of women working in the port platform is really very low”. Baltic2 indicated
that “Of course, it takes time to change [to hire more women]”.

Some of the interviewees stated that women have an important role,
in some ports, at the top level (e.g. Mediterranean2, Northl), in
administrative jobs (e.g. North-Baltic2, Atlantic2, and Baltic2), and in
activities related to biotechnology, fishing, and environmental issues (e.
g. Atlanticl). Mediterranean2 indicated that “Work can be done the same
regardless of gender. But it is true that in the State-owned Port System we are
only four (females) directors of twenty-eight port authorities. The number is
still relevant. The number is still very low.” However, there are other jobs
where still mostly men are working on them, such as maintenance,
quays, and Shipyards (e.g. North1, Atlantic2). North1 mentioned that “I
think that the port sees the importance of keeping that balance even though in
some parts of work there is still mostly men working on the quays and in
maintenance. But in regard to boats and section level but also top leadership
there is a good mix in our port”. Along the same lines, Baltic2 mentioned
that “At the moment we have the management board, I think its a little under
half of the directors are female. On our board of directors, I think it’s 50/50.
But shipping, the maritime sector, is quite a masculine or a male dominated
industry, if that is the right phrase”. These statements show that gender
distribution depends on the type of occupation.

A number of interviewees highlighted that the most outstanding
barrier for women to access and stay working in ports was culture
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(including tradition, uses, and customs). Mediterranean2 indicated that
“... placing special emphasis on this indirect indiscrimination. That with those
uses and customs that we thought we were not really discriminating, now we
see it with different eyes”. Mediterraneanl indicated that “Due to the
public nature, both genders get the same, there are no salary differences”.
This suggests that the ownership of the port (public or depending on a
public entity) might reduce potential inequality problems, such as pay-
gaps, that exist in other contexts.

According to most of the interviewees, gender equality promotion
has been driven by external and internal forces. The main external forces
mentioned were: (1) legislation, which requires, for instance, equal
payment for women and men (e.g. North3, Spanish ports, Nordic ports);
(2) the city, as the owner of the port, makes recommendations in this
field (e.g. North-Baltic2); and (3) society, especially in countries where
gender equality is already part of their culture, as highlighted by Baltic2
who stated that “In the Nordic countries you know we are strong in gender
equality and education and stuff like that so, everything plays into it”.

The internal factors to improve gender equality are mostly related to:
(1) the port top-level manager (e.g. CEO), for example, where Northl
mentioned that “But it hasn’t come by itself, I think that having a female
port director was important to start that process, we’ve just kept it going”;
and, (2) gender equality actions that each port develops. Some in-
terviewees highlighted that gender equality is not an issue, and interpret
it by equally considering women and men, for instance, when they hire
new workers (e.g. Balticl, North2). For example, North2 did not
consider gender equality as an issue in his port: “We are not doing any
specific things on gender and that, it’s because in all my professional life,
gender has never been a matter. I've always looked at the person’s qualifi-
cations, I've never been looking at gender, so we've not been focusing spe-
cifically on gender in the port.” North-Baltic3 highlighted that “This is [a
Nordic country], so we had it for a very long time. I could say that we
have.... If we take our port captain, our port captain is a girl (...) The best
man or woman for the job I would say.”

Most of the interviewees considered that specific gender equality
efforts are needed to avoid indirect discrimination, and they are actively
promoting the increase of the percentage of females working on ports,
creating a suitable workplace for women.

A number of interviewees mentioned some examples of proactive
efforts that had been implemented in their ports:

(1) Recruitment policies. Northl mentioned that there is “a very strict
policy in regard of recruiting both genders for positions in the port”.

(2) Anti-harassment policy. For example, Atlantic2 said that “We
have harassment protocols and other gender equality protocols, which
is important”.

(3) Work-life balance efforts. Mediterranean2 mentioned that “we are
also working on the EFR certification this year, which is a family-
responsible company certification, to certify us in our work-life bal-
ance measures, total flexibility and others”.

(4) A group that monitors gender equality within the port, making
sure that there is a good balance between men and women (e.g.
North-Baltic2, Mediterraneanl).

(5) Specific external policies. Atlanticl combined internal and
external measures: “There are two policies. One is facing the outside,
within the strategic Blue Growth, where there are different initiatives
and there have been topics and meetings and working groups with
groups of women such as the net menders, the shellfish gatherers, and
where the problems that they have, they were analysed, and they are
helped to find solutions to that. And then, a strategy is in the policy
within the port authority to seek more integration or parity”; and
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(6) Communication: North3 highlighted the importance of commu-
nication strategy: “What we try to do is, we try to, in our commu-
nications, bring more women to the fore, so showing that the port is an
exciting place for a woman to work. We have also set up a network for
women, (...) bringing them together, to help, to bring out stronger
signals to people that women can also find challenging jobs in the
port”.

5. Discussion

This research shows that European ports have engaged in measures
aimed at reducing gender segregation, as stated by the interviewees. The
research found that men and women tend to do different jobs in ports
due to traditions and culture (concurring with [16,81,24]); however, the
presence of women in the workforce of ports has been increasing,
particularly in managerial roles (following the European trend high-
lighted by [17].

The findings of this study show that the first stage in reducing gender
segregation in ports is to comply with national laws and regulation (as
indicated by [13,76, 771), such as attracting more females to port jobs
and equal treatment between women and men in different aspects of the
labour market, e.g. recruitment and salaries. It should be noted that
some countries are more advanced in the topic than in others, as re-
flected in national laws and regulation.

The second stage in reducing gender segregation in ports has been
through gender equity by reducing barriers to entry and compensate for
the historical and social disadvantages that women had previously suf-
fered from. The interviewees highlighted efforts such as demonstrating
that the port has a suitable work environment for women, improving
work-life balance of all workers, increasing the number of women in
different jobs, increase accessibility to different jobs in the ports, having
a larger presence of women in the board of directors, creating a group
that monitor gender issues, and establishing anti-harassment protocols
(adding to the discourses by [47,48,6,42]).

The interviewees highlighted a number of gender equity efforts taken
in ports, which can lead to gender equality (concurring with [84]),
focusing on guaranteeing the equal treatment of men and women in all
processes, such as recruitment, promotion, parental leave, and work-life
balance (adding insights to [62,60,6,35]), i.e. the following stage to-
wards more sustainable ports.

Achieving gender equality is a sine qua non to make ports more
sustainable (as posited by [13]), i.e. integrating social issues of
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sustainability with economic and environmental ones (see [55]).

A number of internal and external forces affect each of the afore-
mentioned stages (see [49,58,72,76,77,61]). Thrust, or driving, forces
help ports reduce gender segregation and advance towards becoming
more sustainability, such as having a champion as a director or sus-
tainability manager in the port, more balanced representation in the
board of directors, and establishing internal policies and protocols for
gender equality. Drag forces, i.e. barriers and challenges, slow or block
the gender segregation efforts (e.g. exclusionary culture, reduced num-
ber of women applying for jobs at the port, difficulties in promoting, and
impossibilities to achieve a decent work-life balance), which may lead to
returning to a previous stage.

The findings were integrated, as outlined at stage four of GT’s con-
stant comparative analysis, to develop the “Gender equality for sus-
tainability in ports” framework shown in Fig. 2. The framework
proposes five stages: (1) Gender segregation: This needs to be overcome,
and is, in many cases, the starting point. Ports focus on reducing the
skewed orientation to male employees; (2) Compliance with national
laws and regulation: Ports are in compliance with national laws, but stop
their efforts just at what is required by those regulations; (3) Gender
equity: Ports aim to assure equal opportunities for males and females,
ensuring fairness in order to achieve equality, where efforts to address
gender equality without explicitly considering gender equity could lead
to unfair treatment for males and females; (4) Gender equality: Ports
focus on assuring fairness, where women’s historical and social disad-
vantages are overcome, and go beyond it by setting up mechanisms that
ensure equal treatment of women and men during recruitment, task
division, and promotion; and, (5) A more sustainable port: Gender
equality is embedded into the port’s efforts, and integrates them
harmonically with those in the other social, economic, environmental,
and time dimensions. Advancing through the stages requires time. Each
stage is affected by forces, where the thrust forces help advance from one
stage to the next, whereas the drag forces push the efforts backwards. In
some cases the distance between stages might be bigger than in others,
for example: national laws might contain most gender equity issues, and
thus the port needs to work more on access and maintaining female
employees; or in societies where gender equality is more prevalent, and
therefore it is easier for the port to hire and promote women. It should be
noted that cosmetic and tokenistic efforts would create or increase drag
forces that would slow down sustainability efforts, or even go lead to
stepping back stages in the framework.

More sustainable
port

segregation

Time >

Fig. 2. “Gender equality for sustainability in ports” framework.
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6. Conclusions

Ports have a key role in global production through connecting
shipping and seaports to the hinterland. During the last decade, ports
have engaged in efforts to become more sustainable. In general, social
issues have been largely neglected in research and practice, with gender
equality been ranked almost at the bottom of European ports’ sustain-
ability priorities.

Twelve interviews with top-level directors and managers of Euro-
pean ports were carried out to analyse how ports have been addressing
gender equality in their efforts to contribute to sustainability. The
interviewee answers provide insights into how European ports have
been reducing gender segregation through compliance, gender equity,
and gender equality efforts. This research proposes five stages from a
gender perspective on more sustainable ports: (1) gender segregation;
(2) compliance; (3) gender equity; (4) gender equality; and (5) more
sustainable ports. These are affected by thrust and drag forces through
time. The stages and forces serve to develop the “Gender equality for
sustainability in ports” framework, which offers a broader and deeper
perspective on how ports, and other male-dominated industries, can be
more proactive in their journey to becoming more sustainability
oriented.

Ports, as part of the maritime industry, cannot really contribute to
sustainability unless gender equality is achieved. Ports, and other
traditionally male-dominated industries, must capitalise on women’s
holistic perspective and higher engagement to better contribute to
making Europe more sustainable. Gender equality is a sine qua non for
ports, and other male oriented industries, in becoming more sustainable.

Further research should be carried out to analyse the characteristics
of leaders (male and female) in making ports more sustainable, on the
drivers for and barriers to sustainability, and on insights into the effects
over time of different gender equity and equality efforts.
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