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Abstract 

Gender imbalances persist throughout the world, particularly at leadership level, and 

equally also visible in the case of trade unions. This article focuses on CGTP-IN, the 

largest Portuguese trade union confederation, and sets out analysis incorporating both 

figures from this organisation and accounts by female members of CGTP-IN unions. 

Results confirm the existence of gender asymmetries, especially at the highest leadership 

levels. Analysis of the discourses of these women leaders reveals some awareness of the 

influence of gender on professional relations, placing women at a disadvantage, 

especially where leadership is concerned. Furthermore, four reasons driving the 

persistence of these gender asymmetries in trade union leadership/decision-making roles 

were identified: family responsibilities, gendered professional segregation, masculine 

trade union cultures and traditional gender stereotypes. Nevertheless, the interviewees 

resist to means of affirmative action such as gender quotas, and instead prefer to prioritise 

education and raising awareness around gender equality. 

 

Keywords: gender inequalities, CGTP-IN, trade unions, asymmetric leadership, 

affirmative action. 
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Introduction 

Over recent decades, gender equality became an objective for Western societies 

(EIGE, 2018) with a correspondingly significant presence on the governance agendas of 

various civil society organisations, including trade unions. This has led to major 

transformations in diverse professional contexts, pursuant to the rising numbers of women 

in varied different traditionally male professions and occupations. In Portugal, the 

prolonged dictatorial regime and ensuing emigration, military mobilisation and colonial 

war, led to the early (1960s) entry of women into the labour market (Lopes and Perista, 

2010). The country is marked by extensive, full-time labour market participation of 

women, high levels of female qualification and progressive gender equality legislation 

(Amâncio and Correia, 2019). However, gender inequalities persist across assorted 

spheres (CIG, 2017) and, somewhat paradoxically, trade unions represent no exception 

(Alves, 2017). 

There is a vast body of international research on trade unions1. This research 

reveal considerable changes in the working world, industrial relations and models of 

political economy, as well as in the trade union movement itself, despite the specific 

characteristics inherent to each country. Over the last half century, and greatly boosted 

by the second wave feminism, trade union organisations have displayed clear progress 

where inclusion of women is concerned, in terms of both members and collective 

 
1 Some studies focuse  on various  single countries, including Australia (e.g., Cooper, 2012), Brazil (e.g., 

Bertolin and Kamada, 2012), the Caribbean (Marsh et al., 2014), France (e.g., Guillaume, 2007) 

Switzerland (Monney et al., 2013) and the United Kingdom (e.g., Ledwith, 2012; Healy and Kirton, 2000) 

Other studies take  comparative perspective,  for example, Brazil and South Africa (Ledwith and 

Munakamwe, 2015), the United States of America (USA) and Canada (Kaminski and Jailza, n.d) and the 

United Kingdom and the USA (Kirton et al., 2010). 



 Gender asymmetries in Portuguese trade unions     4 
 

representation mandates, noticeably deriving from structural reforms and affirmative 

action policies  (see Kirton, 2018). 

However, moments of clear resistance to change, particularly visible in the 

leadership positions, have also endured and, at present, a “hostile socio-

economic/political context threatens to hinder further progress” (Kirton, 2018: 344). 

Indeed, even when some leadership positions are held by women, they are not yet “critical 

mass” (Cockburn, 1996: 11), and encounter difficulties in making their voices heard 

(Bertolin and Kamada, 2012). According to cited  authors, women experience a process 

of “excluded inclusion” which is prevalent in their integration into trade unions, as well 

as the employment market (Bertolin and Kamada, 2012: 47). Kirton (2018) notes that this 

process also befalls Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups, with BAME 

women thus subject to double exclusion (Cockburn, 1996: 1). These phenomena may 

stem from inclusion of women having been, to a certain extent, imposed on trade unions, 

coupled with failure of unions and wider societies to accompany this inclusion with  

questioning of the prevailing androcentric organisational culture. Organizations remain 

profoundly sexist and thereby still generate certain perverse effects, such as allocating 

women to specific sectors of activity deemed “feminine” (subordinate and less valued 

positions) and the continued existence of the “glass ceiling” (Guillaume, 2007; Monney 

et al., 2013). 

Until the end of the 20th century, the large majority of research in this field 

unfolded with an ethnic and gender-neutral perspective (Healy and Kirton, 2000; Kirton, 

2018), a trend which has been offset in recent decades (particularly in the aforementioned 

studies). Within this framework, we would state that trade unions, like other 

organisations, are both gendered (Acker, 1990) and racialized (Acker, 2006), with all of 

the negative consequences this entails for  women – especially minorities women - and 
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the disadvantages they experience in comparison with their middle-class, white, male 

peers. 

The present article uses this gender lens (Cooper, 2012), interlinking it with 

categories such as ethnicity, class and age (Acker, 2006; Briskin, 2006, Kirton, 2018), to 

look at Portugal where, to our knowledge, intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 1991) is 

non-existent and research on gender and trade unions remains scarce. Among studies we 

identified, we highlight Ferreira (2002), Santana (2009) and Alves (2017), who reports 

on a gender setback in terms of trade union leadership over the preceding decade. 

After outlining the theoretical framework underpinning this study, we present our 

analysis, focused on the General Confederation of Portuguese Workers – National Inter-

Union (CGTP-IN)2, the largest active confederation of Portuguese trade unions. Firstly, 

we examine the number of men  and women  within the diverse organisations and the 

positions they hold, focusing on the senior leadership and decision-making positions. 

Subsequently, we provide accounts from ten white female union leaders, gathered via 

semi-structured interviews, with the purpose of clarifying the existence (or otherwise) of 

gender awareness in professional relations and practices, as well as identifying the reasons 

behind the persistence of gender or other asymmetries in trade union leadership/decision-

making bodies, along with perceptions on the ways and means to resolve such imbalances. 

Gender Inequalities in Trade Unions 

The trade union world is masculine (Cockburn, 1996). A review of the Portuguese 

trade union movement’s history (Alves, 2017) confirms that the relationship between 

women and unions has been difficult from the earliest days of industrialisation and the 

organisation of workers at international level. From the outset, there was a type of 

 
2 Confederação Geral dos Trabalhadores Portugueses-Intersindical Nacional (CGTP-IN). 



 Gender asymmetries in Portuguese trade unions     6 
 

generalised sexist strategy that sought firstly to exclude or segregate women in the labour 

market, leading to women founding their own trade unions in various countries, including 

Portugal. Secondly, after having been, to a certain extent, forced to include women (due 

to women’s mass entrance into the labour market, especially from the 1960s onwards, 

and the acquisition of more civil and political rights) unions fought to maintain their 

under-representation in the organisation, particularly at leadership levels (Alves, 2017; 

Ferreira, 2002; Santana, 2009). 

While registering progress, European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) 

confirmed a persistence of under-representation of women  and highlighted that “the 

confederations from the countries of southern Europe [including Portugal; comment by 

author] and the Mediterranean basin and eastern Europe being strongly dominated by 

men” (Alves, 2017: 162-163). 

Male domination seems so deeply rooted that even where there is overwhelming 

female trade union membership, there is no guarantee of similar levels of representation 

in decision-making positions (Healy and Kirton, 2000). This occurs notwithstanding 

some progress since the end of the 20th  century, largely due to women’s trade union 

struggles (Kirton, 2018) and to structural reforms and affirmative action policies, 

implemented to foster greater equity between women and men (e.g., see Alves, 2017; 

Bertolin and Kamada, 2012; Ledwith, 2012; Ledwith and Munakamwe, 2015; Marsh et 

al., 2014). The practice of inclusion certainly does not correspond to the rhetoric (Ledwith 

and Munakamwe, 2015), with clear and strong resistance registered towards efforts 

designed to foster greater gender and “race”/ethnic equality in androcentric trade unions  

(Monney et al., 2013), and sexist and masculinist (Cooper, 2012) or racist (Kirton, 2018) 

organisational cultures. As Ledwith (2012: 198) summarises, “study after study, 

especially those articulating women’s own experiences, identifies the enduring power of 
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the culture of hegemonic masculinity”. Correspondingly, trade unions may be perceived 

as “co-actors of progress in equality, due to the practices, strategies and policies 

developed, but also providing resistance to their implementation” (Monney et al., 2013: 

35, our translation into English). The resistance becomes stronger whenever approaching 

the most senior leadership positions where the gender imbalance still remains far greater, 

“occurring even in countries where the political participation of women stretches back 

further and more intensely and/or where their proportion in the group of full-time staff is 

higher than that of men” (Alves, 2017: 164, our translation). However, “the 

representation of women and their concern in trade union structures (…) is an issue (…) 

of gender democracy” (Cockburn, 1996: 25). 

Various reasons have been identified in explanation of these gender disparities 

that exist particularly at leadership level.3 Le Quentrec and colleagues (2002) proposed 

this is socially constructed, stemming from a general attribution of women to the private 

sphere and men to the public. Furthermore, as trade unions are an integral part of labour 

markets, the prevailing occupational and industrial gender patterns become reproduced in 

the trade unions (Ledwith, 2012). Castro (1998: 90) also details how women in leading 

trade union positions in Brazil emphasise that “the public and private are intertwined, and 

that women's roles in the domestic sphere indeed limit women's participation in the public 

sphere both materially and symbolically”. According to Briskin (2006), in 1995, the 

“Women and Decision Making in Trade Unions” report on the national trade union 

confederations of 31 countries identified four major barriers to women as a generic group: 

I) family responsibilities; II) professional segregation; III) masculine trade union cultures; 

and IV) traditional stereotypes (Briskin, 2006: 4). An ETUC study on the Caribbean 

 
3 See Bertolin and Kamada, 2012; Briskin, 2006; Castro, 1998; Healy and Kirton, 2000; Kaminski and 
Jalza, n.d; Kirton et al., 2010; Ledwith and Munakamwe, 2015; Le Quentrec et al., 2002; Marsh et al., 
2014. 



 Gender asymmetries in Portuguese trade unions     8 
 

concluded the under-representation of women in trade union decision-making positions 

partly derives from: I) the existence of prejudice towards women conveyed through 

hostile reactions and attempts to dissuade them from taking on trade union 

responsibilities; II) the rigidity of certain procedural rules; III) the lack of confidence 

among women in their own abilities; and IV) the male dominated nature of trade union 

culture (Marsh et al., 2014). In fact, Marsh et al confirm that women are marginalised 

from command positions due to the prevailing cultural norms and established masculine 

hegemony, a situation that has been perpetuated by men, but also by women attributing 

leadership to men. The belief persists that “women are unequal to men and that men have 

a 'right' to exercise power and privilege over women in the home as in the society” 

(Vassell, 2006, cited by Marsh et al., 2014: 42-43). Leadership continues to be culturally 

perceived as a process requiring attributes particularly associated with masculinity (e.g., 

such as rationality, objectivity and authority). Women are ranked as inadequate for 

leadership due to the supposed combination of various biological and socially stereotyped 

factors (e.g., considered naturally fragile, passive, submissive, indecisive and emotional).  

Healy and Kirton (2000) note that, once elected, trade union leaders tend to remain 

in office and deploy all their resources to annul attempts challenging their leadership. As 

such, “challenges to the existing order by “outsiders”, including women, are likely to 

prove unsuccessful. The democratically elected leadership becomes oligarchic and 

reproduces male domination, such that unions may be described as gendered oligarchies” 

(Healy and Kirton, 2000: 344). Thus, trade unions cannot be perceived as “race” or 

gender-neutral (Acker, 1990, 2006) and application of these arguments to trade unions 

demonstrates how gender and other intersections mark and shape these organisations. 

Trade unions are “fundamentally constituted by culture and the informal norms and every 

day cultural practices are rarely gender neutral” (Wajcman, 2000: 196, cited by Ledwith, 
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2012: 195) or race and class-neutral (Acker, 2006). Connell (2002) argues that the 

“gender order”, predominant in any specific society, also influences the organisational 

dynamics and is capable of strengthening gender asymmetries or “gender regimes” in 

organisations. 

Thus, considering gender and the other intersections under analysis is paramount, 

as these are inherently part of a process that may not be appropriately understood through 

recourse to neutral analysis that otherwise ignores all the underlying power dynamics  

(e.g., Connell, 2002). According to Acker (2006: 443), all organisations have “inequality 

regimes” that she defines as “loosely interrelated practices, processes, actions, and 

meanings that result in and maintain class, gender, and racial inequalities within particular 

organizations.”. As for trade unions, the time has arrived for greater inclusiveness and 

changing the "union script from the old slogan “in unity is strength” to “in diversity is 

strength”" (Kirton, 2018: 354). 

The Trade Union World of Portugal – The CGTP-IN Case 

Trade union membership in Portugal is strictly voluntary across both the public 

and the private sectors and the country is not signatory of  the Ghent model4, thus the 

trade unions do not receive any state financing. Membership fees are paid by unionized 

workers with a percentage of their wages. This specificity of the Portuguese case 

contributes to the low union density (16%) compared to 72% of employees covered by 

collective bargaining (OECD, 2017). 

Founded in 1970, the CGTP-IN is one of the oldest still active trade union 

confederations in the country. It played a key role in labour disputes throughout history, 

ranging from the reduction of the working hours to the abolition of child labour.  

 
4 The Ghent system is an international agreement  stipulating that welfare payments are made by trade 
unions rather than by government agencies. As workers need to be unionized in order to receive economic 
and social benefits, the countries that signed the agreement tend to have higher union memberships. 
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There are institutional concerns around inclusion and diversity related issues 

within the CGTP-IN, addressed by the creation of three specific organisations: Inter-

Youth, Inter-Retirees and the Department of Equality Commission for Women and Men, 

established in 2004 to address the gender inequality and its scope of influence (CIMH, 

2008). However, the CGTP-IN has not implemented any type of affirmative action to 

foster greater gender equality in its trade unions, such as quotas or a parity policy. 

Nevertheless, CGTP-IN union did implement an Action Plan to reduce unequal pay and 

gender gaps (Pillinger, 2014). In addition, it has developed campaigns and information 

material focusing on equality between women and men at work (CIMH, 2019). 

  

It is important to stress that, given the persistence of gender inequalities in 

Portuguese society, there has been a rather proactive attitude on behalf of the government 

in recent decades within the framework of bringing about greater equality. Two types of 

affirmative action were adopted - one in the political context (the so-called Parity Law: 

Organic Law no. 3/2006, 21st August, revised in 2019) and the other in the business sector 

(Law no. 62/2017, 1st August, applies to both state-owned and listed companies) – 

potentially able to influence other sectors, such as trade unions.  

The CGTP-IN internal organisation spans five bodies: the Congress; the National 

Plenary5; and the National Council – with its 147 members: 96 men (65.3%) and 51 

women (34.7%). It has the Executive Commission - with a maximum of 30 members and 

currently containing 20 men (66.7%) and 10 women (33.3%); the Secretariat, which needs 

a maximum of seven persons (presently having six,  four men (66.7%) and two women 

 
5 No sex disagregated data on Congress, but every unionized person can enter. The National Plenary is 
comprised of the unions and not individuals.  
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(33.3%); and, finally, the Supervisory Council  comprised of unions rather than 

individuals.  

The trade union membership of CGTP-IN contains a total of 151 organisations 

that break down into two confederations, 10 federations, 22 district unions, four local 

unions, two regional coordinators and 111 trade unions spatially covering all of the 

Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) regions of Portugal. While the 

confederations and federations are national in scope, the district unions, the local unions, 

the regional coordinators and the trade unions deploy a sphere of participation that more 

closely focuses on the local/regional levels. 

 

Sample 

We sought to obtain the maximum amplitude and coverage of the 123 

organisations in total (two confederations, 10 federations and 111 trade unions) that make 

up the universe under study (distributed by district as detailed in Figure 1). We gathered 

information about the composition of their power structures and social bodies (especially 

for Boards, General Assemblies and Audit/Supervisory Boards/Councils), categorising 

the  members by sex (male, female).  The data was obtained from the CGTP-IN website 

and covers filiate and partner unions. District and local unions and regional coordinators 

were not part of this study, as they are composed of trade unions and not individuals, 

preventing identification of their make-up by gender. 

[insert Figure 1.] 

 Trade unions from the fields of healthcare, education (teachers), energy and 

banking/insurance/services account for 67.57% of the sample (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Sample distribution by sector of activity  

Sector of activity  Number of trade unions Percentage 

Healthcare  8 17.39 

Teachers 7 15.22 

Energy 6 13.04 

Banking/Insurance/Services  6 13.04 

Civil /Municipal Government  5 10.87 

Industrial (food, cork, etc.) 3 6.52 

Telecommunications  3 6.52 

Navy/Army  2 4.35 

Architecture/Engineering/History  2 4.35 

Sport  1 2.17 

Judicial 1 2.17 

Industrial (textile, footwear) 1 2.17 

Transport 1 2.17 

Total 46 100 

 

As set out in Figure 2, the two main trade union CGTP-IN confederations register 

a third of women in their leadership but only the CPQTC – the Portuguese Confederation 

of Technical and Scientific Staff attains a value above 40%.  

 

[insert Figure 2.] 

The six CGTP-IN federations  we analyse are majority male, with the exception 

of the teachers trade union (Teachers National Federation - FENPROF). Furthermore, 
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only two federations achieve a one-third female level of representation – FENPROF and 

FESETE (Federation of Trade Unions of Textile, Wool, Clothing, Footwear and Leather 

Workers of Portugal), with only the latter achieving a 40% level of representation. These 

also represent some of the fields of work women are commonly associated with. Among 

the diverse forms of trade union organisation, the federations are the only structures that 

do not register  even one-third of women within board membership ( toping at 29%; see 

Figure 3). 

[insert Figure 3.] 

Of the 46 trade unions we analysed, only eight (17.4%) report a greater number 

of women than men in their leadership. These span sectors of activity connected with 

education (62.5%), the textile industry (12.5%), healthcare (12.5%) and retail and 

services (12.5%) thus interlinked with markedly feminized professional sectors (see 

Figure 4). 

Of these eight trade unions, five (62.5%) have less than one third male 

representation in their leadership structures, with the SINPICVAT (textile) and SPE 

(teachers) having over 90% female leadership and CESP (retail and service) reporting 

66.96% female leadership. We would stress that the organisation websites only provided 

sex disaggregated data, so we have not been able to access information  on race, ethnicity 

or  age of the leadership members.  These would be important to deepen the discussion 

on the “inequality regimes” (Acker, 2006) prevailing within trade unions. Nevertheless, 

it is  important to hear the voices of women who hold leadership positions and hence the 

relevance of the second part of this study. 

[insert Figure 4.] 
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Gender Inequalities in Trade Union Organisations – Some Discourses  

Participants and Procedures 

Ten semi-structured interviews took place with  ten women in CGTP-IN trade 

unions’ leadership positions, age between 39 to 70 years (M = 50.7 years; DP = 10.3 

years),  a majority of whom are from healthcare and public service sector. Save for one, 

they all have  terciary education (two of them Master Degree). One woman is widowed, 

one divorced, all other married. 

We adopted a convenience sample chosen according to the “snowball” techniques 

that started out with personally contacting a CGTP-IN member and concluded at 

information saturation. The subsequent contacts were then undertaken via e-mail and 

complemented by phone calls presenting the general objectives of the study and 

guaranteeing confidentiality and anonymity. To that end, we do not reference 

participants’ respective trade unions. The interviews took place between June 2018 and 

February 2019 with the locations varying between public spaces (e.g., coffee shops) and 

trade union headquarters, with one interview made through Skype. Average interview 

length stands at around 40 minutes.. We recorded the interviews with the prior consent of 

interviewees, and then completed full transcriptions and analytical procedures. 

The interview script broached the issues discussed within the theoretical 

framework, spanning personal career paths in the trade union, the situation of gender 

inequality in the trade union leadership and the means of overcoming such inequalities, 

including affirmative action measures. 

Following exploratory data analysis through application of NVivo 12 software, 

thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) emerged as the most appropriate approach,  

enabling “identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and 
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Clarke, 2006: 79) through bringing about an understanding of the explicit and implicit 

meanings associated with the textual data (Guest et al., 2012). 

 

Results 

We identified two major themes: one closely focused on the barriers/obstacles to 

gender equality and the other dealing with the means of resolving gender inequality in 

trade unions.  

 

Barriers to gender equality  

The first main theme, around barriers to gender equality, identifies four subthemes 

closely related to the barriers identified by Braithwaite and Byrne (1995, cited by Briskin, 

2006): family responsibilities; gendered professional segregation; masculine trade union 

cultures;  and traditional gender stereotypes.  

Family responsibilities  

All interviewees, except one,  contributed to the first subtheme. In the discourses 

on the barriers and difficulties hindering access to senior trade union positions, the issue 

of family responsibilities was highlighted,. conveying how these still fall more heavily 

on women and become an added difficulty, especially when lacking either family or third-

party support (e.g., a household cleaner or maid). This correlates with time management 

and the issue of family/work “balance”, especially as regards domestic duties and caring 

for children which, while there is evidence of greater gender equality, continue to remain 

more a female responsibility and for which trade unions have not yet produced any formal 

measures in response (e.g., nurseries): 

“It depends on each case, each sector. There are problems of a family nature that 

may, at that time, hinder... even when identifying that this is a member of staff with 
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great potential, able to make a most wonderful contribution but that person has other 

responsibilities, young children or sick parents that require attention...” [I1, CGTP, 

age 62] 

 

As Castro (1998) detailed in his study of women in leadership positions in a 

Brazilian trade union, our interviewees also make it clear how the public and private are 

intertwined, and that women's roles in the domestic sphere do indeed limit their 

participation in the public sphere both materially and symbolically. 

 

Gendered professional segregation  

Most participants (eight out of ten) demonstrated  recognition of the gender 

inequalities in the working world,  highlighting discourses around gendered professional 

segregation, such as “glass ceiling”,  gender wage gap,  and moral harassment. According 

to No 1, Art. 29 of the Labour Code, “moral harassment” is “an unwanted behaviour 

(gesture, word, attitude...) based on a discriminatory factor, practised when accessing 

employment or in one's own job, work or professional training with the aim or effect of 

upsetting or embarrassing the person, affecting their dignity, or creating an intimidating, 

hostile, degrading, humiliating or destabilising environment”. What is in Portugal called 

“moral harassment” includes things elsewhere called “sexual harassment” and women 

clearly point that they are its biggest victims. In fact, in the Portuguese context, according 

to the study “Sexual and Moral Harassment in the Workplace” (Torres et al., 2016), 

16.7% of women have experienced moral harassment compared to 15.9% of men. It 

should be noted, however, that sexual harassment is reported by 12.6% of respondents, 

with 14.4% of women and 8.6% of the men surveyed. As stated in the study’s summary, 

harassment, both moral and sexual, is most often perpetrated by men, on women, and on 
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other men, and most often affects women - a manifestation of male dominance and 

making the workplace a place of reproduction of the beliefs and practices of gender 

discrimination prevalent in Portuguese society. 

In fact, the interviewees made references to areas external to unions, specifically 

companies and organisations, and attributed greater recognition of gender discrimination  

outside than within the trade unions.  These results do not necessarily mean that there are 

effective improvements within trade unions with respect to rooted male cultures, but that 

the interviews were focused on the trade unions' strategy to combat gender inequalities 

and that it was outward looking, for companies.  Interviewees refer to various examples 

of gendered professional segregation in the labour market and the “glass ceiling” as 

illustrated by the following extract: 

As a norm, men assume the senior positions and women get the intermediate 

positions and that is what we currently see (…). In the intermediate positions, there 

are more women, in the middle management. I cannot recall any hospital that has 

had a woman as the president of its board. Are there many women clinical directors, 

or women vowel members’, for example, on the board of directors? How many 

public hospitals are there in Portugal? I don’t recall even one woman. That’s a very 

small minority. [I3, Healthcare, age 39] 

 

Interviewees also note  that, in general, company leaders do not appreciate having trade 

union activists in the professional context (they are perceived as “agitators”) and this 

reflectes in intimidatory pressures and constant moral harassment that personally and 

professionally impacts on union members. To avoid “reprisals” or “penalties”, they often 

opt to keep their union membership secret: 
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There are colleagues who don’t want it to be known that they’re unionised; not 

because of their colleagues or even the doctors but rather because of the leadership. 

They think they may suffer some  repercutions. [I5, Healthcare, age 52] 

 

However, there is also perception that this moral harassment is gendered, with 

references highlighting that women are more harassed and encounter more difficulties in 

affirming themselves in a world in which the most senior leaders are older men: 

 

Women face more difficulty in self-affirmation and I think they are subject to more 

moral harassment. In the field of surgery  it’s more complicated. In general surgery, 

there are now more women but there used to be  more men. It’s easier to bully a 

woman than a man (…). The male leaders don´t have as much respect for women. 

It’s easier for an older man who has the profile of ‘I want, I can and I order’ to abuse 

a woman than to abuse a man. [I3, Healthcare, age 39] 

 

Trade union masculine culture 

All the interviewed women gave examples of masculine trade union culture,  even 

when they personally did not  display any gender awareness, or named those exampels 

gender discrimination.  Pointing to how unions serve as counterbalance to companies and 

organisations, they approach the question of leadership with an oscillation between the 

recognition of a masculine culture and the denial of any ongoing discrimination. 

 

Gender aware respondents accept that there is still a long path ahead before 

achieving gender equality in this sector. However, they see this as understandable, as a 

cultural problem and a mere reflection of the gender asymmetries prevailing in other 
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contexts, such as  family and professional domains.  Nevertheless, they remain convinced 

that this reality is changing:  

In a classical family, for example, with a man and woman, the distribution of people 

is also 50/50 but that does not mean the domestic duties are divided equitably.  If 

there is here a cultural problem in family management, well then, we may expect 

that some of these differences will appear in professional and trade union lives. [I7, 

Civil Service, age 51] 

 

Another discursive facet conveys how this matter of gender in/equality in trade 

unions very much depends on the professional field:  finding more men in leadership  in  

professions  deemed masculine, and  more women  in the healthcare field, nursing or in 

other more “female” fields of medicine: 

Participation in leadership is commonly seen among those who have the availability 

and who want to do so. I, when I prepare the lists of potential leaders, have two 

concerns: ensuring the representation of all levels and all areas of the career 

structures. This is the first concern that we have and I hold responsibility for 

preparing and then communicating and requesting everybody’s collaboration. And 

there are also areas in which it is easier to find women and those where men are 

easier. It’s not so much... not so much about the actual representation by specialist 

field. [I2, Healthcare, age 70] 

 

Furthermore, some of those interviewed believe that there is no longer any gender 

inequality or discrimination in trade unions, while also believing this depends on 

organizational structure: 
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We are a small structure. Our transversal contacts are simpler than the vertical. We 

play things down with each other. In the discussions among ourselves, you do not 

notice any male discourse or female discourse, you just don’t see that. [I2, 

Healthcare, age 70] 

 

Analysing the various discourses, we find that women internalise  masculine  trade 

union culture, which interweaves with the “gender order” (Connell, 2002) that remains in 

the macro culture. Thus some of them – even when taking about example sof 

discriminatory practices – did not actually recognize them as gender discrimination. 

 

Traditional gender stereotypes  

Half of those interviewed gave examples of being directly addressed through 

traditional gendered stereotypes  even though some of them did not always show any 

awareness that what they talked about are  the stereotypes.  They oscillated  in their 

discourses between talking about stereotypes without questioning them, and  explicitly 

expressing the need for their deconstruction through education and collective civic 

training in order to advance in the direction of more equal societies:  

I recognise, when looking around, that there is a problem with the representation of 

women in top positions, also at the level of trade unions. And this is something that 

is in our hands to counter and reverse. Otherwise, we may continue defending 

equality from the point of view of principles, but they will not end up getting 

implemented (…). There is a need to at least partially counter the status quo in 

which it is natural that the men have greater availability [to leadership positions]. 

This is not at all natural and is a sign that women face far more obstacles to reaching 

this type of positions. [I10, Education, age 59] 
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Means of resolving gender inequalities in trade unions  

The second major theme drew contributions from all interviewees, albeit in a  

fairly heterogeneous manner, especially on issues around affirmative actions (such as 

gender quotas as institutional policies). On occasion, trade unions do seem to show 

concerns over complying with the percentages established by such measures. However, 

the majority of interviewees expressed extreme positions either in favour of, or against 

gender quotas and clearly link these with the gender dynamics that constitute obstacles to 

offsetting gender inequalities. In fact, we identify here two subthemes:  I) support for 

affirmative actions  as institutional measures; and II) resistance to such actions on the 

grounds that such measures are no longer necessary for attaining gender equality and 

perceiving them as a type of “necessary evil” for achieving more rapid progress in this 

field (especially because only a few trade unions foster any type of alternative measure), 

but which are not deemed priorities, especially because of a belief  that the investments 

needs to target  the areas of education and awareness. 

 

Favourable positions on affirmative action  

In Portugal, affirmative actions and quotas have had positive effects in both the political 

context and the business world. While some describe other steps towards gender equality 

that might be more “naturally” taken, the prevailing feeling among interviewees is that 

quotas represent the “lesser evil”, helping “to strengthen alterations rooted in mental 

attitudes coming about more swiftly” (E7). Interviewees feel that it is better not to pursue 

a single universal and inflexible logic but rather be malleable and strive to gradually 

overcome the reality of organisations. They suggest that, instead of demanding 50/50 

parity, it might be better to retain the one-third proportion that seems to be adequately 
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flexible and will, in time, progressively head in the direction of equality and underpin this 

idea: 

I think we would be a lot better if we began by imposing quotas. We cannot be 

inflexible (…). And this is not just about men and women but also between newer 

members and those who are longstanding. Otherwise, we run the risk of always 

getting the same people. [I9, Retail, Banking and Services, age 44] 

 

 

Positions against affirmative action  

Some of the interviewees were against the “imposition” of affirmative action 

measures, such as gender quotas, on the grounds of preferring instead to invest in 

education and awareness raising in the workplace so that women wish to join and 

participate in trade unions.   They place  greater emphasis on representation, not only of 

women but also of inclusion of young persons in trade unions, but without the need for 

any institutional norms. Almost all of the women interviewed raised the issue of age as a 

priority for trade unions even within an intergenerational logic. One interviewee also 

focuses on the importance of striving for the diversity of membership, warning of the 

need to recruit migrants. This conveys how inequality regimes (Acker, 2006) remain very 

much present in trade unions, with intersectional view (Crenshaw, 1991) lacking. They 

note that some social groups – such as migrants -  are overlooked  in trade unions.  

Lastly, there is a certain resistance to affirmative action measures such as gender 

quotas as institutionalised measures but there also seems to be an informal concern in 

most trade unions about including the percentage established in the existing law:  
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I think we should work every day with this [i.e. equal representation] in mind but 

I’m not a big defender of implementing the Quotas Law in every case. [I4, 

Healthcare, age 43] 

 

In general, there seems to be few trade unions engaging in any type of alternative 

to gender quotas in order to advance  gender equality:  

We don’t have [any trade union strategy]. It would be important; yes indeed, it 

would be positive if we were able to implement some strategies to facilitate the 

participation of women. But we don’t have any. We have never taken any measures 

in this field. Not now and not in the past. [I10, Education, age 59] 

 

Conclusion  

Despite the undeniable progress towards gender equality made generally in 

Portuguese society, the trade union world seems to have remained masculine. In fact, data 

analysis on the largest Portuguese trade union confederation  - the CGTP-IN - confirms 

the existence of gender imbalances and gendered logics, particularly in what concerns the 

highest leadership decision-making positions, which continue to be male dominated. This 

is in keeping with the findings of other international (e.g., Bertolin and Kamada, 2012; 

Cooper, 2012) and national (e.g., Alves, 2017; Santana, 2009) studies. As no structural 

reforms and affirmative action policies have been adopted to promote greater equality, 

trade unions and federations tend to replicate the existing labour market gender 

differences. Therefore, only professions with heavy female presences in their workforces 

(e.g., textile, nursing, teaching, and alike) also display more women in leadership roles at 

local levels. 
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Analysis of the interviewee discourses show that many, but not all the trade union 

women leaders display some gender awareness as regards professional relations and 

practices. Recognising the current situation as far from ideal, they perceive the existence 

of gender inequalities not only in the working world but also in the trade union contexts 

that place women at a disadvantage, especially as regards attaining leadership positions. 

In fact, in line with Braithwaite and Byrne (1995, cited by Briskin, 2006), these 

trade unionists put forward four main reasons for the persistence of gender asymmetries 

within this latter scope: i) family responsibilities that continue to demand more of women, 

thus leaving them less available to dedicate to the engagement in the union ; ii) the 

persistence of gendered professional segregation that continues to place women at a 

disadvantage in comparison with men, especially at vertical level (with phenomena such 

as the “glass ceiling” clearly visible) but also in terms of salaries and forms of treatment 

with perceptions of moral harassment prevailing, which proves a greater problem for 

women; iii) trade union cultures that, generally speaking, remain markedly masculine, 

particularly those connected to the more masculine professional contexts with all of the 

resulting negative implications for women; and iv) the traditional gender stereotypes that, 

while not always subject to questioning by the interviewees, are identified as penalising 

women to a greater extent and certainly constitute yet another obstacle to their career 

progression. These testimonies from interviewees confirm that these “gender regimes” 

(Connell, 2002) in trade unions reflect the “gender order” prevailing in society, 

reproducing their systems and values (Acker, 1990). Some of the interviewed women 

sometimes speak of the  leadership in a way that  does not show awarnes of gender 

discrimination and inequality even when they themselves have experienced them. But 

some of them also do not fail to point out the existence of gender inequalities and 

sometimes express very precisely an “excluded inclusion” (Bertolin and Kamada, 2012).  
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We would emphasise, however, that the interviewed women clearly  show that 

organisations have "inequality regimes" (Acker, 2006) that operate at the level of 

standards, organisational practices and daily interactions. These organisational cultures 

end up reproducing the situations of inequality that happen in the surrounding host 

society. They are expressed, for example, when addressing difficulties in reconciling 

schedules or when respondents state that younger women and those with dependents 

experience more difficulties. Interviewees also mention that younger and older people 

and migrants, among others, are often absent from trade unions. It should thus be stressed 

that the interviewee discourses point to several groups that still remain absent or poorly 

represented while raising the need to consider inclusion from a more intersectional 

perspective.   

Simultaneously, it is important to note that research needs to target intersections 

between vectors of multiple discrimination, which were stressed in the interviews, 

specifically gender, age and migratory status, that produce inequality regimes (Acker, 

2006). There is also the issue of race that seems absent from trade union organisational 

concerns (which do not collect information on this issue). Race  has also been noticeably 

absent from the scientific and social debate, but  recently re-emerged with great emphasis 

in the Portuguese context. This watchful gaze over greater identity complexity in 

organisations is central to deconstructing the obstacles that seem to persist in these 

environments and that block the inclusion and visibility of certain women in leadership 

positions. 

In summary, in keeping with other international research results  (e.g., Briskin, 

2006; Le Quentrec et al., 2002; Marsh et al., 2014), the persistence of gender asymmetries 

would seem to derive above all from the gendering  of professions, of trade unions and 

of the private sphere that all continue to contain barriers to the career progression of 
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women, consequently restricting their achieving leadership and decision-making roles in 

those trade unions. 

Despite this, and the scarcity of measures enacted by the trade unions themselves, 

the interviewees display positive attitudes towards the future, understanding that, “over 

time”, there has been evolution in the direction of gender equality, and include the trade 

unions within this scope. They also reveal some resistance to affirmative action measures, 

such as gender quotas, as imposed institutional measures on the grounds that more 

education and greater awareness around the problems of gender inequalities is a higher 

priority. In effect, the discourses in favour and against this type of measures are fairly 

diverse,  seen  as a type of “necessary evil” and/or a complement to other strategies for 

achieving more rapid changes in mentalities and attaining gender equality. This aspect 

has already been reported in other studies of women in leadership positions, for example 

in politics (Santos and Amâncio, 2016). 

Hence, in addition to recognising inequalities and the existence of gender 

asymmetries in trade unions, especially as regards their leaderships, this research 

concludes that there is still a long path ahead in Portugal. To this end, there is at least the 

need to design and implement equality measures and monitor plans  for addressing, and 

redressing  organizational practices and cultures  in which gender asymmetries remain 

very visible and that enable internal resistance as well as repercussions against union 

members throughout the spheres of labour and employment. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of the CGTP-IN trade union universe by district. 

 

 

Figure 2. Distribution of CGTP-IN trade union confederations by sex. 
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Figure 3. Distribution of CGTP-IN federation by sex. 

 

 

Figure 4. Eight trade unions with the highest representation of women. 

 


