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Abstract 

This article addresses inequalities between men and women at work. Inequalities in job access and career progression 
are addressed. The article reviews literature on equal opportunities at work. A case study of administrative and 
services staff at a public university in Valencia (Spain) is then presented. The case study assesses the current reality 
of gender inequality in Spanish public institutions. Spanish public universities hire candidates with the best results in 
public examinations. Men and women should therefore enjoy equal access to jobs at Spanish public universities. The 
reality, however, is not so. 
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1. Introduction 

According to the ILO (2010), occupational segregation by gender is one of the most common features of developed 
countries’ labour markets. Like other countries in the Mediterranean arch, Spain has historically had one of the 
highest levels of segregation, with this level increasing during the nineties (Cáceres et al. 2004, Cebrián et al. 2008). 
In addition, scholars have found evidence of the increase of occupational segregation by gender in Spain (García et al. 
2011). This increase has taken place against the backdrop of technological change that has intensified demand for 
qualified work, an area with which women now identify to a greater degree (Iglesias et al. 2010), and sectorial 
change, whereby historically male-dominated industrial jobs are replaced by women-dominated services jobs 
(Iglesias et al. 2009).  

Differences in pay and access to jobs may reflect differences in candidates’ qualifications or capabilities, but these 
differences may also reflect discrimination against certain demographic groups based on skin colour, sex, religion, 
race and so forth, regardless of education, work experience or skills. If these disparities owed to differences in 
productivity, the labour market would be operating efficiently. Conversely, if these differences principally owed to 
discrimination according to characteristics such as race or sex, then the labour market would be operating 
inefficiently. 

Some theories refer to gender differences in human capital, from either offer (Becker, 1965) or demand (Becker, 
1971) perspectives. Besides these theories, other theories have emerged that stress preferences in men and women. 
Identity economics (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000), pollution theory (Goldin, 2002) and the theory of preference 
discrimination exemplify such theories (Bender et al. 2005). 

In its annual report, the World Economic Forum publishes the Global Gender Gap Report (Hausmann et al. 2010). 
The aim of this index is to provide the rate at which the gender gap is closing in 130 countries. The index comprises 
four critical inequality areas. In countries with greater gender equality, inhabitants enjoy better well-being, and social 
cohesion and integration. There is a correlation between gender equality, competitiveness and GDP growth 
(Hausmann et al. 2006, 2010). Globally, in health and education the gap between women and men is closing more 
rapidly than in areas of economic participation, opportunities and decision-making. 

2. Objective and method 

We analysed gender inequality in administrative and services jobs in a Spanish public university. To do so, we 
employed a research method based on a bibliographical review. This method allowed us to frame the problem and 
then analyse the current situation in a specific Spanish university. We took one Spanish public university as the 
sample. We analysed the number of male and female staff in administrative and services jobs according to scale, 
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classification and set of criteria. 

3. Types of discrimination 

According to Constitutional Act 3/2007 of 22 March for effective equality between women and men, there are two 
types of discrimination: 

1) “Direct discrimination is regarded to be a situation where one person is treated less favourably on the grounds of 
sex than another is, has been or would be treated in a comparable situation.” This type of discrimination covers 
any type of unfavourable treatment of women regarding pregnancy and maternity. Direct discrimination also 
covers pay differences between men and women who do the same job, as stated in the Amsterdam Treaty (1997). 

2) “Indirect discrimination is regarded to be a situation where an apparently neutral provision, criterion or practice 
would put persons of one sex at a particular disadvantage compared with persons of the other sex, unless that 
provision, criterion or practice is objectively justified by a legitimate aim, and the means of achieving that aim 
are appropriate and necessary.” For instance, this type of discrimination applies to the following situations: 

a. Men and women are allowed to apply for jobs for which only men or only women will be selected. 

b. Salaries are equal within the same job category, but women are more numerous in lower paid 
categories. 

c. Women forego promotions at work because they encounter genuine difficulties in reconciling work and 
family responsibilities. Because women remain the main carers of the family, work schedules with 
working lunches or long hours hamper women’s professional careers. Reconciliation of work and 
family responsibilities is one of the principal reasons why women, rather than men, ask for a reduction 
in hours or request leave to care for children. 

4. Occupational segregation 

Segregation in the labour market refers to the representation of women and men in different occupations (i.e., they 
work in different sectors and have different jobs). Female workers systematically cluster in occupations with greater 
instability, lower pay and lower recognition. 

Women have notably increased their participation in the paid labour market. Nevertheless, women tend to experience 
higher unemployment rates than men, work more often than men in temporary or part-time jobs, and suffer pay 
discrimination, segregation and lower chances of promotions than men do. Hence, equality has not accompanied the 
increase in women’s participation in the paid labour market. In fact, women and men have unequal positions in the 
paid labour market (Rubio, 2008). Recent gender research has speculated that occupational gender segregation is 
reflected in the gendered aspects, self-expressive career decisions of men and women (Cech, 2013). 

Several authors have investigated both occupational segregation and segregation by economic sector (Niederle et al. 
2013). Anker (1998) provided evidence that occupational segregation by gender is common around the world and 
argued that segregation could be explained by three theories: human capital differences (whereby women would be 
less qualified for certain occupations than men would), labour market segmentation (which posits the reduction of 
salaries in female-based occupations) and greater responsibility in caring for children.  

Around 2007, segregation in Spain changed. This change was accompanied by shifts in arguments that maintain 
inequality between men and women in the labour market (Dueñas Fernández et al. 2013). Research has highlighted 
two forms of occupational segregation by gender: horizontal segregation and vertical segregation. In all EU countries, 
both types of segregation are present, although the degree of segregation varies (European Commission, 2009). 

4.1 Horizontal segregation 

Horizontal segregation (Anker, 1998) refers to situations whereby female workers cluster in activities traditionally 
linked to women. In Europe, women predominate in five sectors: health assistance, social services, education, public 
administration and retailing (Rubio, 2008). According to Torns et al. (2007), this distribution has not changed in the 
last 30 years. 

Cebrián and Moreno (2008) showed that more than half of employed women in Spain are clustered in five branches 
of the services sector and that nearly half of employed women work in six low-qualification occupations. The report 
indicates that the large increase in female employment has been accompanied by any increase in occupational 
segregation, thereby implying that stereotypes regarding “female” and “male” occupations remain. 
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4.2 Vertical segregation 

Morrison & Von Glinow (1990) first defined the glass ceiling as a barrier “that appears invisible but is strong enough 
to hold women back from top-level jobs merely because they are women rather than because they lack job-relevant 
skills, education, or experience. From this first time, this definition appears in many other publications (Morrison et 
al., 1992, Powell & Butterfield, 1994 and US Department of Labor, 1991 and 1995) and starts to become relevant to 
the present day. Top management jobs should depend on candidates’ knowledge, effort and skills. In reality, however, 
such jobs remain out of reach for many women in management positions. Vertical segregation affects all types of 
work because “whatever the sector, even the most women-dominated sectors, the proportion of women drops as they 
move up in the hierarchy, which means that the presence of women who are in powerful positions and assume 
responsibility at work is minimal” (Sarrió et al., 2002, 56). Despite exponential growth in women’s average 
education level attained, vertical segregation remains unchanged (Rubio, 2008). 

Numerous studies have highlighted the main barriers facing women seeking promotions to management positions 
(Catalyst, 2004; Chinchilla et al., 2005 and Mateos de Cabo et al., 2007). 

Table 1. Barriers in the promotion of women in different contexts. Source: Barbera et al. (2011) 

Europe Spain 

- The existence of stereotypes. 

- Lack of visibility in top positions. 

- Lack of experience. 

- Commitment to personal life. 

- Social barriers (reconciliation of 

career with personal life). 

- Psychological perception of 

suitability for management 

positions. 

- Occupational segregation by gender 

in the labour market. 

- Pacts between men or peers. 

- Management stereotype of 

organisational culture with features 

associated with the role of men, 

commitment to the organisation, 

career success and work dedication. 

- Division of productive/reproductive 

work. 

- The “concrete ceiling”. 

Chinchilla et al. (2005) argues that the “concrete ceiling” (Note 1) can be viewed from two perspectives. First, some 
women reject strict or demanding management positions because they foresee potential difficulties in reconciling 
their careers and personal lives. Second, some women resign from management positions because they experience 
greater pressure in this type of position than their male colleagues do. Some studies, such as that of Estebaranz 
(2004), have shown that management positions imply different costs for businesses depending on whether women or 
men fill these positions.  

5. Case study 

The university for which we gathered data has had an equality plan since 2013. The main aspects of this plan are 
equal participation by men and women, policies aimed at increasing the presence of women in public and 
governance positions, and active participation in the university community. 

To perform the current analysis we gathered data from the university’s intranet. The university’s equality unit collects 
data on equality. Although the unit shared these data with us, we have not used them in the present study to respect 
confidentiality. Importantly, in public functions, the principles of equality, merit and capability take precedence. 

Data show that the presence of men and women is balanced because neither men nor women occupy more than 60% 
or less than 40% of jobs. Although data show an increase in female presence from 2005 to 2014, there are small 
imbalances by job category. Some categories such as administration, health assistance, auxiliary services, archiving 
and library services and museum jobs are women dominated. Other categories are male dominated, although the 
presence of women has increased in these categories. Such categories include programmers, and junior and senior 
laboratory technicians. 

In the present study, we analysed the structure of administration and services staff in all university departments to 
show the gender distribution of jobs. When we performed the analysis, there were 271 staff, of whom 151 were men 
and 120 women. 
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Note  

Note 1. Certain authors who consider the “concrete ceiling” a different barrier from the “glass ceiling” have claimed 
that some women decide to resign when faced with extreme, disproportionate pressure (Chinchilla et al., 2005, 
Hernández Ruiz et al, 2008). 

 


