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Introduction  

 

Over the last decade the Irish labour market has undergone significant change. The level of 

employment has risen dramatically driven by a combination of a significant increase in 

women‟s paid employment and a new pattern of inward migration into the Irish economy. 

Gender segregation has traditionally been, and continues to be, a pattern strongly evident in the 

Irish labour market reflected in the concentration of women in particular areas of the services 

sector as well as in specific types of employment, for example part-time employment. Over 

80% of Irish women in employment are concentrated in public and private services while 

three-quarters of all part-time workers are women. 

 

Research on the gender pay gap over recent years has explored the way in which occupational 

segregation patterns and gender pay patterns are inter-related. Low pay is predominantly 

associated with female dominated occupations and sectors of employment. Research indicates 

that gender segregation is one of the factors contributing towards a significant and persistent 

gender pay gap in Ireland. Recent employment growth in key sectors for women‟s 

employment, such as retail, is characterised by a high level of part-time employment as well as 

the prevalence of low pay, within an employment structure in which women are the majority 

although crowded into the lower end of the occupational hierarchy.  

 

There is little popular discussion in relation to occupational segregation on the labour market – 

it tends to occur within specific policy-making arenas involving the academic, research and 

policy-making communities. It is not an area that has been particularly prioritised, rather it has 

been seen as one way of developing policies to address the gender pay gap over the medium to 

long term. Where discussion of occupational segregation has taken place in recent years it has 

generally been linked to the broader economic and social policy issues set out in national social 

partnership agreements as a result of representations from women‟s organisations and trade 

union negotiators. As a result, research commissioned under the terms of recent agreements has 

included a focus on occupational segregation. In addition, projects funded under the „Equality 

for Women Measure‟ (an equal opportunities programme introduced under the Irish National 

Development Plan 2000-06) and also under the EU EQUAL programme represent recent 

policy initiatives which have included a focus on measures to address occupational 

segregation. 

 

A broader discussion, reflecting a greater level of public awareness, has taken place in relation 

to subject provision and subject choice among girls and boys within the second level 

educational system and their implications for occupational opportunities. Some measures have 

been introduced to encourage girls into non-traditional areas linked to employment in science, 

technology and engineering jobs. Such measures are limited and have tended to focus on 

horizontal segregation – i.e. opening up sectors of employment in which women are 

underrepresented - rather than the vertical segregation of women within sectors of 

employment. Details of these measures are outlined in Section 2 below. 

 

Drawing on recent research and statistical data, this Report looks at trends in occupational and 

sectoral segregation on gender lines within the Irish economy, explores the factors contributing 

to gender inequalities and identifies the main elements within recent policy initiatives aimed at 

enhancing gender equality in paid employment. Specific sectors are examined with a view to 

analysing the connections between the gender pay gap and occupational and sectoral 

segregation. 
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1. Trends in Occupational and Sectoral Segregation 

 

Occupational segregation is a strong feature of the Irish labour market in Ireland reflected in 

the crowding of women into a narrow range of employment opportunities and in a situation in 

which women making up the majority of those in the low paid and low status parts of the jobs 

hierarchy. Both horizontal and vertical segregation are strongly evident on the Irish labour 

market and research indicates that there are specific obstacles that make it difficult for women 

to enter into, or advance in, many of the higher status and better paid areas of employment 

(Barry 2005, 2006). Research has also revealed that the segregation of men and women into 

employment in different occupations and industrial sectors is linked to increases in the gender 

pay gap (Russell and Gannon 2002, Russell et al 2005). According to Hughes occupational 

segregation has proved remarkably persistent despite the existence of anti-discrimination, equal 

pay, and equal employment opportunities policies designed to eliminate sex segregation in 

employment (Hughes 2002). 

 

In Ireland women‟s employment is largely concentrated in services (in both the private and 

public sectors) including private households, health, education and in other care-related 

activities as well as in sales, hotels and catering. Men predominate in construction, 

manufacturing, transport, agriculture and financial services (Third European Working 

Conditions Survey 2000). Most people work in sectors which are occupied mainly or 

predominantly by their own sex, so that jobs can be categorised according to whether they are 

„male-dominated‟ or „female-dominated‟, with only a small proportion of employment which 

can be considered to be „mixed‟ (Fagan et al, 2002). Table 1 presents a detailed occupational 

breakdown of the Irish labour force showing the female percentage of each occupational 

category and how that share has changed over the ten year period from 1996 to 2006.  

 

This census data contains the latest most detailed breakdown of occupations for the Irish 

economy and shows that Irish women's share of employment has increased very significantly 

from 37% in 1996 to 41% in 2002 and 42% in 2006. Women are disproportionately 

represented in particular occupations relative to their overall share of employment. Broadly 

speaking, women‟s jobs involve caring, nurturing and service activities, while men dominate in 

scientific, technical, construction, manufacturing and transport jobs.  

 

This detailed census data reveals that women are concentrated in a relatively small number of 

occupational sub-groups in Ireland. Women accounted for over two-thirds of those in paid 

employment in five key occupational groups in 2006 :  

 

 83% of clerical and office workers 

 73% of social workers and related occupations 

 79% of health and related occupations 

 68% of personal service and childcare workers 

 71% of teachers  

 

While these five occupational groups have remained those central to women‟s employment 

over the decade, there are some interesting trends evident over the ten year period. For example 

women have become the majority of those employed within sales occupations increasing their 

representation (from 47% to 54%) and among central and local government occupations (from 

45% to 57%). Significant increases in the female percentage of business and commerce 

occupations (from 35% to 48%) and among managers and executives (from 32% to 42%) are 

also evident. Women‟s representation among computer software occupations on the other hand  
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has fallen markedly (from 37% to 27%). Changes to one occupational category in particular 

reflects the impact of equality legislation i.e. the increase in women‟s representation within the 

police force (from 8% to 19%).  

 

Table 1: Persons, males and females aged 15 years and over in the labour force, classified 

by occupational group, 1996 and 2006 
 
Occupational Sub-Group 

        Total persons                  Female %  Share 

      1996     2002     2006 1996 2002 2006 

Farming, fishing and forestry workers 140,625 96,279  88,414 9% 7% 9% 

Electrical trade workers   26,819 35,234  38,375 3% 4% 3% 
Engineering and allied trade workers   69,985 71,326  79,385 4% 3% 2% 

Textile, clothing and leather workers   22,616  9,409    7,416 62% 54% 56% 

Food, drink and tobacco production 
workers 

  32,339 24,390  26,076 21% 25% 26% 

Chemical, paper, wood, rubber, plastics 

and printing workers 

  23,852 22,832   19,268 25% 30% 30% 

Other manufacturing workers   61,535  61,829   74,714 34% 34% 26% 

Building and construction workers 109,798 136,698 183,429 3% 2% 2% 

Managers and executives   64,857 110,595 125,398 32% 40% 42% 
Communication, warehouse and transport 

workers 

  89,228 102,444 114,919 8% 10% 11% 

Clerical and office workers 141,504 156,068 182,200 81% 84% 83% 
Sales occupations 156,259 177,263 205,102 47% 51% 54% 

Business and commerce occupations   39,407 62,652  79,062 35% 44% 48% 

Computer software occupations   19,598 37,770  45,588 37% 30% 27% 
Scientific and technical occupations   35,319 52,796  58,978 20% 21% 23% 

Health and related workers   68,076 78,732  93,065 78% 78% 79% 

Social workers and related occupations     7,081 12,083  17,694 70% 74% 73% 
Religious occupations     6,548   3,977   3,902 29% 28% 20% 

Other professional workers   27,524 37,978  42,289 40% 45% 47% 

Personal services and childcare workers 126,592 151,312 205,197 61% 66% 68% 
Teachers    61,709 70,458 80,898 65% 68% 71% 

Central and local government workers   39,844 51,902 58,072 45% 56% 57% 

Garda Síochana   10,670 11,417      12,325 8% 13% 19% 

Army occupations    11,115        7,849         7,442 2% 4% 5% 

Other gainful occupations   113,472     196,493 230,918 40% 43% 43% 

All occupations 1,506,372 1,779,786 2,080,126 37% 41% 42% 

Source: CSO, Census of Population 1996, 2002, 2006  

 

Data from the Quarterly National Household Survey (QNHS), which uses broad occupational 

categories, presented in Table 2 below, confirms these trends. Women‟s representation among 

managers and administrators and among professional occupations has increased significantly 

over the five year period from 2003 to 2007, constituting the majority of the latter occupational 

group by the end of the period. A recent occupational employment forecast Report projects that 

women‟s share of professional occupations will continue to grow strongly through to 2012 

(FAS/ESRI 2007).  

 

Table 2 shows that the occupational groupings of clerical and secretarial, craft and related and  

plant and machine operatives remain highly gender segregated. Women continue to be under-

represented among managers and administrators (a very broad category which does not 

indicate the level of management seniority) although the female percentage of this category is 

rising. This data provides a broad picture of job segregation on the Irish labour market and, 

together with Census data, indicates that women‟s employment is mainly concentrated in 

clerical, service and sales work.  
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Table 2: Broad Occupational Groups, % 2003, 2007 

Broad Occupational Group Sep-Nov 03 (%) Sep-Nov 07 (%) 
 Male Female Male  Female 

Managers and Administrators 72 28 68 32 

Professional 54 46 50 50 

Associate Professional and Technical 43 57 41 59 

Clerical and Secretarial 24 76 24 76 

Craft and related 95 5 96 4 

Personal and Protective Service 39 61 36 64 

Sales 38 62 39 61 

Plant and Machine Operatives 80 20 85 15 

Other 62 38 63 37 

Source: QNHS, CSO, 2003, 2007 

 

A more detailed breakdown of occupational groups was provided in the report of the Expert 

Group on Future Skills Needs (FAS/ESRI 2007) which detailed the situation of 856,000 

women in paid employment in 2007, 22% of whom were in clerical occupations, 10% in sales, 

10% as nurses and carers and 8% as teachers and education assistants, accounting for 50% of 

all women workers. Women have been moving steadily into a wider range of professional jobs, 

particularly in lower and middle management. In some of these occupational groups gender 

segregation is only revealed at the sub-category level.  

 

Within an EU comparative context, Ireland has a very high level of sectoral segregation and a 

medium to high level of occupational segregation. This is reflected in the overwhelmingly 

female and almost exclusively male nature of important sectors of the economy, such as 

clerical and construction work respectively. Over the last fifteen years, from 1992 to 2007 the 

measure of gender based occupational segregation in Ireland has increased placing it midway 

in the EU scale. During the same period sectoral segregation has also increased placing Ireland 

clearly at the high end of the EU scale as evident from the data in Table 3.  

 

Table 3     Measure of occupational and sectoral segregation in EU and Ireland 
 

Occupational Segregation  EU Range  Ireland 

 

1992     0.19 – 0.30  0.24 

2001     0.11 – 0.32  0.27 

2007     0.22 – 0.32  0.28 

 

Sectoral  Segregation   EU Range  Ireland 

 

1992     0.14 – 0.22  0.22 

2001     0.13 – 0.24  0.21 

2007     0.15 – 0.26  0.23 

 

Source : EU Harmonised data supplied by Co-ordination Team 

 

EU comparative data also reveals the extent of concentration of women and men in Ireland into 

specific sectors of activity. The top six areas of employment among women in Ireland are the 

same areas as apply to women across the EU - however the proportion of women concentrated 

into these six is slightly higher in Ireland at 64.5% compared to 60.8% in the EU as a whole. 

Irish men also show a higher than EU average in their top six areas of employment at just 

under half 49.6% compared to an EU average of 41.9%. Agricultural employment continues to 

play a bigger role in Ireland than is the average across the EU and the retail trade is more 

important as an employer of women in Ireland compared to the rest of the EU and less 

important as an employer of men.  
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Table 4    Top six sectors for women’s and men’s employment in Ireland  

and EU 25 for 2005 (in percentages). 
 

 Men                                              Women 

 EU25 Ire  EU25 Ire 

Construction 13.0  20.7 Health & Social 

work 

17.2 18.9 

Agriculture 5.2  10.9 Retail trade 12.5 13.5 

Retail Trade 6.3  5.7 Education 11.4 10.7 

Public Admin 7.2  4.4 Public Admin 7.3 6.0 

Business 6.1  5.3 Business 7.3 7.4 

Land Trans 4.2  4.5 Hotels/Rest 5.1 8.0 

       

 41.9  49.6  60.8 64.5 

Source : Data supplied by Coordination Team (ISCO 3-digit  NACE 2-digit)   

 
The principal economic sectors where women are located are the public sector (health, 

education and administration), retail, business and hotels and restaurants. Key sectors for men 

are construction, public administration, retail, business, agriculture and land transport. The 

particularly high concentration of male employment in construction reveals a vulnerability to 

changing economic conditions which has already become evident in the contraction of the 

over-valued property market in Ireland, a downturn in economic growth and a rise in 

unemployment. There is some evidence that falling levels of inward migration and an outward 

flow of migrant workers, unable to secure employment in construction, is already taking place, 

evidenced in the reduced number of PPS numbers issued to non-nationals during the second 

half of 2007 and 2008. Taking this data together it is evident that two-thirds of Irish women 

and half of all men in paid employment are each concentrated in six key sectors – three of 

these are common sectors playing a central role for both women and men - public 

administration, retail trade and business services. 

 

An important trend that has become evident among women workers has been a steady 

movement into a wider range of professional jobs, particularly in lower and middle 

management. In these occupational groups gender segregation is only revealed at the sub-

category level. An ESRI report in 2000 concluded that the greater contribution to the gender 

pay gap was made by segregation within rather that between occupations, i.e. vertical rather 

than horizontal segregation (Barrett and Callan, 2000). In all professional and managerial 

occupations women tend to be under-represented at the more senior grades. Changes in the 

composition of employment in the Irish economy will make it particularly important that 

policies towards greater gender equality within the jobs hierarchy are put in place. Official 

forecasts indicate that the Irish economy is experiencing a change in skill requirements and a 

shift towards more highly skilled sectors. By 2020, it is predicted that managerial and 

professional occupations will account for more and more of our workforce while unskilled 

labour will account for significantly less (EGFSN, 2007). 

 

The extent of gender segregation is usually even more pronounced when examined at the level 

of the firm than through broader indicators of occupation or industrial segregation in the 

overall economy. For example, in Ireland far more women work in family law than men, with 

men being more likely to work in criminal and commercial law (Bacik et al, 2003). Fagan and 

Burchell give the example of the occupational category of „sales‟, where men and women tend 

to be segregated into different sales companies, or within companies into different 

departments, depending on the item being sold (Fagan and Burchell, 2002). Both of these areas 

of employment are examined in more detail in Section 2b below. 
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A „Study of the Gender Pay Gap at Sectoral Level in Ireland‟ carried out by Indecon 

Consultants in 2002 (for the Consultative Group on Male/Female Wage Differentials set up 

under Partnership 2000) reviewed three private sector areas of employment (retail, food and IT, 

electrical and electronics) and one public sector area (local government). In each of the sectors 

there was evidence of vertical segregation as well as a significant gender pay gap linked to 

women‟s under-represented in higher level jobs and grades, i.e. managerial/administrative 

positions, as well as a high incidence of women working part-time. Both private and public 

sectors revealed similar patterns. In their analysis of employment in the IT, electrical and 

electronics sector Indecon's study showed a dominance of men in employment linked to a 

higher growth rate of the male workforce than the female workforce between 1997 and 2001. 

In addition, data showed that average hourly earnings among women workers was between 11-

28% below those of men workers. In this male-dominated sector a similar pattern of vertical 

segregation was identified as well as a high level of part-time working among its mainly 

young, female workforce. Previous research has shown that women employed part-time are 

even more segregated into female-dominated jobs than women working in full-time jobs. 

Women in part-time employment account for particularly large proportions of the workforce in 

service and sales, cleaning, clerical and health and teaching professions (Fagan and Rubery, 

1996, Fagan and Burchell, 2002). 

 

IBEC‟s survey in 2001 on pay and conditions of employment for managerial and executive 

grades examined the breakdown of women and men occupying a variety of job functions, 

across a number of responsibility levels. A total of 297 companies employing 6,187 managers 

and executives were involved. It revealed a very low proportion of women in senior 

management positions in the distribution and sales sector. In a parallel analysis of the public 

local government sector, 52% of female employees compared to 35% of male employees were 

shown to earn under EURO 30,000 p.a. in a sector in which only 3% of County/City managers 

and 5.6% of Assistant County/City managers are women (IBEC 2002). 

 

Overall, the results showed a large gap in the proportions of males and females in terms of both 

function and responsibility level. Less than one out of ten (8%) of chief executives were 

female; just over two out of ten (21%) of heads of function/senior managers were female and 

less than one out of three (30%) of middle managers were women. When middle and senior 

management and chief executives were combined, women made up only a quarter of all 

managers. In looking at different job functions, further evidence of horizontal segregation was 

evident; Human Resources/Personnel was the only function where there were higher 

proportions of women at the level of head of function/senior management. For example, the 

Customer Services function showed the second highest representation of women at this level. 

For all other functions there were higher proportions of males than females – at a four to one 

ratio or more (i.e. four males to every one female) in at least nine of the 12 job functions. 

(IBEC 2002)  

 

2 Factors Contributing to Gender Segregation 

 
2a Context    
 

Most explanations of gendered occupational segregation accept that women‟s labour market 

decisions and their position within the domestic sphere are inter-related. Institutional and 

cultural labour market contexts shape women‟s labour market decisions linked to the 

inadequate support is provided to working parents and the traditional gender norms which 
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place the majority of caring responsibilities on women. The work associated with running a 

home, looking after children and elderly relatives largely falls to women in married and 

cohabiting couples, even when the women in these couples are in paid employment. The sexual 

division of labour within the household affects women‟s economic independence, their pattern 

of labour market participation and is produced by, and produces, unequal workloads. Sylvia 

Walby argues that the values attached to certain skills are in part socially and historically 

determined, with skills and occupations identified as „female‟ being devalued (Walby, 1986). 

Fagan and Burchell point to the need to tackle some of the more subtle or deep-rooted 

organisational practices and cultures that perpetuate gender inequalities, which make it difficult 

for women to advance up the hierarchy. These factors also apply more widely to the barriers 

operating throughout the economy to deter women and men from moving into areas of 

employment where their sex is in the minority (Fagan and Burchell, 2002). Occupational 

segregation remains one of the strongest influences on young people‟s choice of career, with 

individuals typically preferring those occupations in which they see their own gender 

represented (Miller et al, 2004). 

 

Qualitative Irish research with women junior and middle managers in the high-tech sector 

concluded that organisational policies and attitudinal biases perpetuate barriers to women 

advancing in management, creating an unsupportive working environment, inhibiting a female 

manager‟s ability to perform as effectively at work as her male counterpart and blocking 

opportunities for promotion (Cross and Linehan, 2006). Specifically, the interviewees believed 

that informality in selection and promotion procedures was often at the root of gender 

segregation; and that while their organisations had implemented family-friendly or work-life 

balance policies, the inconsistent nature of the application of and the attitudes of senior 

management to these policies was problematic. Analysis of the particularly persistent obstacles 

to vertical segregation were the exclusion of women from male informal networks, the lack of 

transparent promotion policies to senior management level and the effects of trying to balance 

work and family commitments. On a pessimistic note, the women interviewed believed that the 

effects of the glass ceiling are so strong as to negate any organisational initiatives. An earlier 

ESRI report in 2000 concluded that the greater contribution to the gender pay gap was made by 

segregation within rather that between occupations, i.e. vertical rather than horizontal 

segregation (Barrett and Callan, 2000). 

 

A recent survey of Irish employees carried out as part of the Forum on the Workplace of the 

Future indicated that women tend to receive less training than men, have less discretion over 

their work, receive less information in the workplace, and have high levels of work stress 

(NCPP, 2005). Research across the EU has shown that there is a high concentration of women 

graduates working in the public sector (Third European Working Conditions Survey 2000). 

Within the public sector, a greater proportion of male graduates are employed in public 

administration/defence while a greater proportion of female graduates are employed in 

health/education/social work. When employed in the private sector, women tend to work in 

small and medium sized companies rather than in large ones (Fagan et al, 2002). Russell et al 

(2005) in their survey of graduates in 2004 found that within the private sector, men were more 

likely to be located in manufacturing and construction than female graduates, while a higher 

proportion of women than men graduates are employed in retail, the hospitality industry and 

financial services.  

 

Other research has explored the male-dominated area of manual work where few women have 

managed to enter. A combination of reasons for this has been put forward. One is that the 

working conditions and content of many of these jobs are not attractive enough to provide the 
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incentive for women to take on the 'effort and risk' of entering non-traditional areas of work. 

As Fagan and Burchell point out, 

 

„this deterrent may include an occupational culture in which notions of being skilled 

and competent are rooted in a particular notion of masculinity equated with physical 

strength and the ability to endure other arduous conditions, which provide a particular 

set of occupational images and practices that can be used as a mechanism for excluding 

women‟ (Fagan and Burchell, 2002). 

Evidence that girls in Ireland are earlier career decision-makers than boys, and that careers 

education to counter gender occupational stereotyping is most effective with the 12-15 age 

group makes it important in the Irish context to examine the take-up of non-traditional subjects 

for the Junior Certificate (NCGE, 2001). That girls are much less likely to take take-up science 

at Junior Certificate is increasingly being attributed to school provision rather than student 

choice. Research has demonstrated that the take-up rate for girls in single-sex schools is much 

lower than that for girls in mixed-gender schools, where it equals that of boys (Report of the 

Task Force on the Physical Sciences, 2002). It is also interesting to note that 31% of students at 

the end of the Junior Cycle did not rank science within their top four subjects (32% of girls and 

20% of boys). The low level of interest in science in the early years of secondary school has 

been identified as being of concern, as research indicates that it is in these years that attitudes 

to the pursuit of science subjects and careers are formed (Tytler and Gough, 2000, cited in 

Taskforce on the Physical Sciences, 2000).  

Some marked gender differences are evident in the take-up of science subjects at Leaving 

Certificate level. Similar take-up levels of chemistry are evident among girls and boys while a 

high take-up of biology and home economics is evident among girls. Particularly low take-up 

rates for girls are evident in physics, construction studies, engineering, technical drawing, 

economics and agricultural science (Table 5). 

Data indicate that differences in subject choice between girls and boys can be influenced by 

attendance at single sex or mixed schools. Recent statistics from the Department of Education 

and Science showed the following data in relation to the take-up of particular subjects in the 

Leaving Certificate for 2005/2006:  

 

Table 5: Number of pupils in all Second Level Schools taking subjects in the Leaving 

Certificate Programme classified by sex and category of school 2005/2006 
Subject 

 

Total 

 

 

Single Sex Schools Mixed Schools 

 

Total % 

students 

taking subject 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Physics 9,691 4,278 2,148 2,611 654 71% 29% 

Chemistry 9,875 2,718 4,293 1,557 1,306 43% 57% 

Agricultural Science 3,348 1,243 213 1,366 526 78% 22% 

Biology 32,680 6,787 15,945 3,966 2,982 33% 58% 

Engineering 1,537 684 0 813 40 97% 3% 

Technical Drawing 5,165 2,623 116 2,204 222 93% 7% 

Construction Studies 7,677 3,817 75 3,530 255 96% 4% 

Economics 6,754 3,167 1,801 1,237 549 65% 35% 

Music 6,084 712 3,642 638 1,092 22% 78% 

Home Economics S&S 14,738 564 9,523 800 3,851 9% 91% 

Source: DES 2005/2006 Statistical Report  
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Table 5 above illustrates the gender differences in the take-up of physics with roughly three 

times as many boys taking the subject compared to girls for the Leaving Certificate. In single 

sex schools, more girls are now taking chemistry. Lack of access to technological subjects may 

close off certain education and career options for girl students in terms of skilled craft work 

and also in terms of professional careers such as engineering and architecture (Darmody, and 

Smyth, 2005). 

 

Those traditionally male subjects i.e. engineering, technical drawing and construction studies 

demonstrate a very significant gender gap in take-up for the Leaving Certificate. Even in mixed 

schools there is just 6% take-up of engineering by girls. Subject availability is an issue even in 

mixed sex schools. Data from the DES‟s Statistical Report showed that a sizeable number of 

mixed schools provided traditionally male dominated subjects to boys only, including 26% for 

Engineering, 39% for Applied Maths, 93% for Physics and 26% for Construction Studies.  

Noteworthy statistics on subjects provided to girls only in mixed schools included 12% of 

schools providing Music and 17% for Home Economics. 

 

A significant finding from recently completed research carried out for a PhD thesis (Murphy, 

2006) on the Leaving Certificate Applied programme (LCA) and equality of opportunity was 

that the programme has demonstrated little success in relation to addressing equality issues of 

fundamental importance to the life chances of disadvantaged working-class girls compared to 

their male peers. Opportunities for employment and curricular options within the programme 

were highlighted as particular issues of inequality. The research involved survey interviews 

with 160 LCA students, as well as interviews with 8 LCA coordinators and 11 LCA teachers.  

A key concern in relation to employment was that the research indicated that the Leaving 

Certificate Applied had not succeeded in questioning and challenging the traditional gendered 

and class-related employment patterns of disadvantaged working-class girls. Students‟ 

employment aspirations tended to be very much along traditional gender/working-class 

patterns. Boys mainly opted for a trade (31%), not considered by any of the girls, who opted 

for more traditional female areas including care work (25%), hairdressing (18%) and 

secretarial work (14%). (Barry and O‟ Connor, 2006). 

  

In relation to curricular options, two issues of concern arose: the gendered nature of specialised 

course provision, and the gendered pattern of work experience placements undertaken. The 

limited choice of specialisms offered to students was particularly highlighted within the 

findings. Engineering, graphics and construction studies were not available in any of the girls‟ 

schools in which the survey took place, a gendered pattern that replicates national statistics 

from DES indicating that specialisms, which are often considered to be in the traditional male 

area of study, are largely unavailable in single sex girls‟ schools (Murphy, 2006).  

According to Murphy, this gendered pattern of provision and choice of specialism has meant 

that the Leaving Certificate Applied does not appear to be making a positive contribution to the 

development of technology–based skills among girls. Furthermore, it would appear that 

gendered provision of specialisms in the Leaving Certificate Applied is contributing to the 

reinforcement of the gendered and class-related stereotypical work roles taken on by 

disadvantaged young women. Finally, the findings of this research also raised a number of 

concerns in relation to the operation of the work experience element of the Leaving Certificate 

Applied. An analysis of the type of work experience placements undertaken by the young 

women from the survey group showed that the placements most often engaged in by the girls 

followed a traditional female working-class pattern and included care work 34%, office work 

23%,  retail 13% and hairdressing 13%. Although viewed as core to their preparation for work, 

the Leaving Certificate Applied work experience model appeared to have little impact in 
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widening the young women‟s knowledge of, and exposure to, non-traditional work areas. 

Evidence from the student surveys, and confirmed by coordinator interviews, indicated that 

90% of students organised their placements totally by themselves. 

The provision of technological subjects in second level schools varies and is influenced by a 

number of factors. Darmody and Smyth (2005) who examined the take-up of technological 

subjects in second-level education, concluded that whether the technological subjects are 

provided in a school is strongly related to school characteristics, such as school type, size, 

disadvantaged status and location. Furthermore, they noted that assumptions about the 

suitability of certain subjects for their student population can also influence the provision of 

subjects within schools, with technological subjects traditionally been seen as more suitable for 

boys, especially those from working class backgrounds. Patterns of provision of technological 

subjects account for only some of the gender differences in take-up patterns. Other factors 

include gender stereotyping in second-level subjects, the choice process within schools, 

parents‟ influence, wanting a „break‟ from more academic subjects, provision of a taster 

programme, informal sources of information. In relation to gender stereotyping, Darmody and 

Smyth (2005) noted from their case study research that perceptions of subjects as „male‟ 

seemed to have a much stronger influence on students‟ decision-making than active dissuasion 

by teachers or male students.  The perception of the technological subjects, particularly 

metalwork, as „dirty‟, „noisy‟ and requiring physical strength was linked to many students 

feeling that these subjects were more appropriate for male students. This labelling of these 

subjects as „male‟ by many students, it was found, was also linked to gender stereotypes in 

related occupations. Thus, girls were seen as less likely to take these subjects because they 

were unlikely to pursue a career in a related trade (such as that of a mechanic or plumber) 

(Barry and O‟ Connor, 2006). 

Table 6: CAO Level 8 acceptances by discipline and gender, 2005 

Discipline % Male % Female 

Engineering 75.7% 24.3% 

Construction 76.9% 23.1% 

Computing 77.1% 22.9% 

Science 44.2% 55.8% 

Total Technology 62.2% 37.8% 

Agriculture and Veterinary 48.4% 51.6% 

Nursing 7.4% 92.6% 

Medicine 

 

41.7% 

 

58.3% 

Dentistry 

 

31.7% 

 

68.3% 

Other Healthcare 

 

23.7% 

 

76.3% 

Total Health, Vet & Agriculture 

 

19.2% 

 

80.8% 

Arts and Humanities 35.3% 64.7% 

Education 24.0% 76.0% 

Business and Law 46.2% 53.8% 

Social Services 13.1% 86.9% 

Services 37.2% 62.8% 

Total Other 37.2% 62.8% 

Total 40.6% 59.4% 

   

 

 Source : DES Annual Report 2005/06 
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Data from the Central Applications Office (CAO) on course acceptances into the Irish Third 

Level educational system also demonstrate clear gender differences in the pattern of entry into 

disciplines. Table 6 above shows data for entry at level 8, which comprise honours bachelor 

degrees and graduate diplomas within the third level system. While women accounted for the 

majority of acceptances at level 8 in 2005, engineering, construction and computing 

acceptances were strongly male dominated while nursing, healthcare, education and arts 

showed high percentages of female students. 

 

2b  Case Study Analysis 

 

Two areas of employment have been selected in the Irish context to provide for a more detailed 

examination of the position of women employees within contrasting sectors of employment. 

The retail sector was selected to provide an example of an area of female employment which 

has grown significantly over recent years to become a majority female employer, because it is 

one of the top six employers of women and employs a significant level of low paid workers. 

The second selected sector was chosen in order to provide a different perspective on women‟s 

employment in contemporary Ireland – legal services. Legal service activity represents an 

important area of professional female employment but in a male dominated sector in which 

vertical segregation is very evident. 

 

 

Case Study 1 – Gender and the Retail Sector in Ireland 

 

In Europe as a whole, the largest concentrations of female employment are in wholesale and 

retail trade, comprising 19% of female full time employment.  The CEDEFOP report on future 

skills needs in Europe predicts a Europe-wide significant expansion in the number of jobs in 

retail up to 2015 (CEDEFOP, 2008).  Female employment growth in the retail sector has been 

on a constant increase over the last decade, evidenced by the table below.  Female growth in 

the sector is higher than the total employee growth rate, and is nearly double the growth rate of 

male employees in the sector. It is expected that this trend will continue over the coming 

decade. 

 

Table 7: Persons aged 15 years and over employed in Wholesale and Retail Trade 
Gender 1997* 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 % increase 1997-

2007 

Males 115.0 122.9 127.5 130.1 141.8 156.2 36% 

Females 92.3 105.1 117.8 124.8 142.2 155.4 68% 

Total 207.2 228.0 245.3 254.9 284.0 311.6 50% 

Source: Central Statistics Office, Quarterly National Household Survey data 

http://www.cso.ie/qnhs/documents/table_2a&b_post_census.xls  

 

The two major retail sectors in Ireland are food and clothing, both of which are experiencing 

increasing significant international involvement in recent years. Over the past nearly 40 years 

in Ireland and internationally, the retail sector has changed tremendously. While Ireland‟s retail 

sector once comprised of small specialised shops and a few large department stores, today we 

see more major retailers, especially in the food sector, and increased concentration of 

ownership. These changes have been in part due to increased mobility and greater disposable 

income of consumers, but is also attributed to changing consumer tastes and trends. For the 

workforce, these changes translate to a more centralised senior management structure and 

further separation (both physically and in pay terms) between management positions and retail 

sales associates. These changes have had a disproportionate impact on women (Forfas, 1999).  

http://www.cso.ie/qnhs/documents/table_2a&b_post_census.xls
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Evidence of Gender Segregation 

 

Within the retail sector in Ireland there is clear evidence of gender occupational segregation.  

Nearly twice as many females are employed in sales positions as are males, and males 

additionally comprise nearly three times as many management and administration positions as 

females in the retail sector, with very few females represented in senior management 

(DoJ,E&L, 2003a). 

 

The gender pay gap exists due to „objective‟ characteristics such as skill, education an 

experience levels, but also due to tendencies of over-representation of women in low wage 

occupations and sectors, and furthermore due to discrimination. Although seemingly 

„objective‟ reasons exist, this does not constitute the situation as acceptable, as it is only a 

starting point for looking deeper into the reasons for female concentrations in such occupations 

and sectors, and furthermore the reasons for skill, education and qualification differences by 

gender. In the Indecon study of the gender pay gap in Ireland one of the sectors focused on was 

the Irish retail sector, indicating that while differences in skills, education and occupation 

certainly accounted for a portion of the gender pay gap, another portion of the gap remained 

„unexplained‟. The survey suggests that other possible „hard to capture‟ factors exists (such as 

that women are less mobile than men) but conclude that discrimination and unequal treatment 

are also likely to account for other unexplained gender gap differences. They do point out, 

however, that such discrimination can take myriad forms which would call for a variety of 

focused policy level measures in order to address them all adequately (DOJ,E&L, 2003a). 

 

According to Indecon‟s 2001 survey, 59% of female employees in the retail sector earned less 

than €18,000 per year, while the corresponding figure for males was 35%.  Further, 89% of 

females earned less than 24,000 per year compared with 72% for males. This is evidence that 

male employees earn more than female employees in the retail sector, on average, although not 

taking account factors such as education level, experience and hours worked. When surveyed, 

approximately one third of both male and female retail sector employees responding indicated 

their belief in the existence or discrimination between men and women in the workplace 

(Indecon, 2002). 

 

Skill Grading  

 

When compared with other EU countries, Ireland‟s retail sector is skewed towards employment 

of those with lower levels of educational attainment. One third of retail workers hold education 

levels lower than upper secondary, and just over half are at upper secondary. Most EU 

countries experience greater extremes in discrepancies between the two levels respectively.  

Irish companies report experiencing difficulty recruiting knowledgeable and highly skilled 

sales personnel and managers. „In 2003, 4.7% of those in the wholesale and retail sector 

participated in formal education or training, while 12.7% participated in non-formal education 

of training and 41.6% in informal training‟ (39).  (EGFSN, 2007). 

 

Employment trends in Ireland have followed a particular pattern in recent years. Sales 

marketing managers are being increasingly outsourced which indicates a skill shortage in this 

area of the retail sector, particularly in relation to representatives with technical, product and 

sectoral knowledge. Addressing these skill shortages is key to the development of Irish 

companies in the global marketplace. There is also a shortage of sales assistants, made evident 

by the increasing number of non-Irish employed as such. (FAS/EGFSN, 2007). 
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Data indicates that 33.3% of males versus 21.3% of females had sought promotion in the retail 

sector, though there is little difference across genders in the success rates of those who seek 

promotion (see table 8). Reasons for not seeking promotion were quite varied by gender, with 

most males citing work practices and procedures not suiting their needs while most females 

cited the issue of balancing work responsibilities with family and non-work commitments 

(Indecon, 2002).   

 

Table 8: Employees in the Retail Sector – Extent to which Male/Female Employees have 

Sought Promotion and Have successfully Been Promoted within Last 5 Years 
Gender % Who have Sought Promotion % Who have been Successfully 

Promoted 

Male 33.3 23.9 

Female 21.3 20.5 

Total 24.5 21.5 

Source: Indecon (2002) Survey of Employees in the Retail Sector 

 

Employment Composition 

 

Over the period of 2001-2006, both male and female employment rates show steady increases, 

but female participation is growing faster and immigration is rapidly increasing. Of the eleven 

main economic sectors in Ireland, the wholesale and retail sector is the second largest, 

employing 289,100 people. Furthermore, the sector grew by 4.5% between 2005 and 2006 

which is larger than the previous five year‟s growth rate of 3.1%. Females continue to 

dominate the „sales‟ broad occupational group, comprising 61% of the total in 2006. A 2006 

FAS survey found 126,900 out of 2,037,700 workforce employed as „sales assistants‟, deeming 

it the single most populated occupation in the economy as a whole. Within this occupation, 

73% of employees are women and almost half of the workers are employed part time. 122 

work permits were issued in 2006, demonstrating what has been clearly deemed a labour 

shortage, with 60 vacancies having been left „difficult to fill‟.  Sales assistants comprise 62% 

of the more broad category of „sales occupations‟ which employed 200,000 persons in 2006, or 

10% of Ireland‟s workforce. Between 2001 and 2006, over 40,000 additional posts were 

created in sales occupations, and 30,000 of these were for sales assistants. Women constitute 

over half of all marketing managers and almost three quarters of all sales assistants 

(FAS/EGFSN, 2007).  Women‟s absence in retail managerial positions is displayed below in 

table 9. 

 

Table 9: IBEC Survey of Women in Management in Irish Business –  

Distribution & Sales Sector 
Level Male - % Female - % 

Chief executive/managing 

director 

84% 16% 

Head of function/senior 

manager 

80% 20% 

Middle manager 65% 35% 

Junior manager professional 53% 47% 

Source: Indecon (2002), referenced from IBEC Survey of Women in Management in Irish Business, March 2002 

 

Sales occupations as a broader category has grown at a higher than average rate over recent 

years, climbing 37% over the period 1998-2005.  This trend is expected to continue through to 

2012, though at a lower rate, just above the expected growth rate for the economy as a whole 

through that period. According to FAS, this translates to between 21,000 positions (low growth 

scenario) and 30,000 (high growth scenario) in additional sales occupation employment. The 

retail sector particularly has expected to have continual expansion and the female share of sales 
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occupations is expected to remain at the 59% recorded in 2005 on through 2012. It is also 

anticipated that sales workers will continue to comprise about 12% of the female workforce 

through 2012, as they did in 2005 (FAS/ESRI 2007). 

 

Gender Pay Gap 

 

The retail sector in Ireland is dominated by female employees and characterised by low wages.  

Well over half of Ireland‟s retail sector female employees had a gross annual salary of less than 

€18,000 in 2002, compared with 35% of their male counterparts.  On the other end of the scale, 

over 6% of male retail employees grossed over €36,000 annually, compared to no females in 

this salary range for 2002 (DOJ,E&L, 2003a).   

 

62% of employment in the retail sector in Ireland in 2001 was accounted for by women and 

women employed in the retail sector also comprised a large portion of part-time workers. Data 

for 2001 reveals that 46% of female retail workers were part-time, compared with 17% of 

males. Male and female education levels in the retail sector are similar, with male education 

levels only slightly higher than females (DOJ,E&L, 2003). The dominance of women amongst 

those in part-time employment likely adversely affects career progression and pay conditions 

for women. Vertical occupational segregation is evident from the data compiled by the Indecon 

survey which revealed that a substantially lower proportion of females than males hold 

managerial and administrative positions (see table 9 above) - however female representation is 

growing. Women occupy a markedly higher portion of sales positions at 68% of the total in 

2001. Women also dominate the clerical & secretarial and associate professional & technical 

positions in the sector. According to another study done by IBEC, males dominate chief 

executive/managing director positions at 84%, senior management positions at 80%, middle 

manager positions at 65% and junior manager professional positions at 53%. This data 

certainly accounts for a portion of the gender pay gap (Indecon, 2002). 

 

The gender composition of full-time versus part-time employees in the retail sector over the 

period 1997-2001 is illustrated in Table 10 below : 

 

Table 10: Breakdown of Persons in Work in the Retail Sector by Gender and 

Employment Status (Part-time/Full-time) – 1997 and 2001* – 000s 
Gender/Employment 

Status 

1997 % of Total 2001 % of Total % Change 

1997-2001 

Males 56.1 100.0% 60.7 100.0% 8.2% 

Of which full-time 46.7 83.3% 50.5 83.2% 8.1% 

Of which part-time 9.4 16.8% 10.2 16.8% 8.5% 

Females 75.4 100.0% 97.4 100.0% 29.2% 

Of which full-time 42 55.7% 53 54.4% 26.2% 

Of which part-time 33.4 44.3% 44.4 45.6% 32.9% 

Total 131.5 100.0% 158.1 100.0% 20.2% 

Of which full-time 88.7 67.5% 103.5 65.5% 16.7% 

Of which part-time 42.8 32.5% 54.6 34.5% 27.6% 

Source: Indecon (2002) survey based on analysis of special CSO QNHS data 

*data refers to last quarter in each year and are based on ILO economic status definitions. 

 

Another factor potentially influencing the gender pay gap is the younger age profile among 

women employed in the retail sector, though surveyed employees and employers did not cite 

this issue and there are indications that the age composition of female retail workers may be 

changing. Overall average weekly working hours for female employees in the sector is 

noticeably lower than for males.   
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Incidence of lone parenting is a particular issue for female employees in the sector, affecting 

nearly 17% of the women surveyed. The high incidence of women working part-time is likely 

to be a reflection of the lack of affordable and accessible childcare and thus the need for 

flexibility in working arrangements, especially for lone parents. The data for educational 

attainment in the retail sector did not indicate any notable difference across the genders, and in 

this context very little of the gender pay gap can be attributed to this. The survey furthermore 

indicated a substantially higher incidence, and longer average length of time, in female leave of 

absence taken from employment in the sector than that of males. Among those having taken 

leave of absences, men in the retail sector tend to do so citing reasons of unemployment 

periods, education and training and illness while women cite childrearing responsibilities, 

illness and personal/family commitments. No men cited childrearing or family and personal 

commitments as their reason. While the differences in incidence in leave of absence across 

genders may account for some of the gender pay gap, the differences in reasons do as well 

considering 42.9% of men compared to 10% of women were absent for education, something 

that likely positively impacts on pay as well as on employment conditions (Indecon, 2002). 

 

Table 11: Employees in the Retail Sector – Incidence of, and Reasons for, Extended 

Leave or Absence from Employment on a Continuous Basis for More than 6 Months 
Absence from employment Male - % of Responses Female - % of Responses 

% Stating yes 14.0% 22.4% 

Years of absence – mean 1.9% 4.6% 

Years of absence – median 0.8% 1.3% 

REASONS   

Unemployment 35.7% 8.6% 

Education/Training 42.9% 10.0% 

Childrearing responsibilities 0.0% 51.4% 

Other family/personal 

commitments 

0.0% 8.6% 

Illness 21.4% 21.4% 

Source: Indecon (2002) based on Indecon Survey of Employees in the IT, Electrical & Electronics Sector. 

 

When employees in the sector were asked to cite their believed reasons for the gender pay gap, 

most common responses were :  differences in position 57%; differences in labour supply 55%; 

fewer females applying for higher paid positions 52%; biased hiring and recruitment 

procedures 48%; differences in experience 45%; differences in skill requirements 44%. Very 

few respondents, 4%, felt age was a factor (Indecon, 2002). 

 

Working conditions  

 

When employers were surveyed as to whether they had undertaken a formal review of gender 

issues, 9.7% of employers said they had reviewed factors influencing gender employment, pay 

and conditions in their company and only 3.2% of companies had reviewed employee views on 

gender equality. Employers were surveyed on differences in opportunities by gender. Among 

respondents, 68% said male career opportunities were excellent or very good compared to 55% 

for females, and 57% felt promotion opportunities were excellent or very good for males 

compared to only 37% for females. Employers felt that working conditions and recruitment 

opportunities were consistent across genders (Indecon, 2002).Few employers have 

implemented crucial formal programmes to address gender issues, as evidenced below : 
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Table 12: Indecon Survey of Employers in the Retail Sector – Extent to which Firms have 

Programmes to Address Gender Issues 
Programmes to: % of „Yes‟ Responses 

Re-integrate women returning from maternity 

leave 

22.6% 

Re-integrate parents returning from parental leave 12.9% 

Re-integrate women returning to employment 

after extended absence 

12.9% 

Promotion of take-up by men of parental leave 

and/or other family friendly arrangements 

6.5% 

Ongoing initiatives to monitor gender equality 12.9% 

Source: Indecon (2002) Survey of Employers in the Retail Sector 

 

When employees were surveyed about employment and pay conditions, responses showed 

little differences between the genders. The most important approaches to improving the 

situation were cited as: make improvements to the availability of childcare support; provide 

flexible working arrangements; provide improved and more flexible paid maternity and 

paternity leave arrangements. Employers also ranked provision of childcare as the most 

important approach to addressing the gender pay gap (90% listing this as important or very 

important), followed by provision of enhanced training and job search assistance for women 

re-entering the job market (87%), flexible working arrangements (83%) and greater 

educational training support for females (72%) (Indecon, 2002). Gender differences in 

positions held in retail work, combined with the female dominance of the retail sales positions 

was seen to translate into more women experiencing tiring or painful positions, such as 

standing or walking for most of their working hours.  Indecon‟s analysis of the retail sector 

highlights the high rate of growth within this female-dominated sector together with a high rate 

of staff turnover, a high level of part-time working and a significant percentage of women lone 

parents, in a sector in which low pay is prevalent and 'a substantially lower proportion of 

females are in managerial/ administrative positions'.  

 

 

Case Study 2 – Gender and Legal Services in Ireland 

 

This material presented on employment in legal services draws on recent research carried out 

by Ivana Bacik, Cathryn Costello and Eileen Drew of Trinity College Dublin published in 

Gender Injustice (Trinity College Law School 2003). Based on a very detailed survey of the 

legal profession in Ireland (including solicitors, barristers, judges and academic lawyers) this 

research is based on a specific focus on gender issues and gender equality policy within 

employment in legal services in Ireland. As the following tables indicate, gendered roles are 

strongly evident within the legal profession.  

 

Based on 2002 data, women account for just under a third of judges, 2 out of eight Supreme 

Court judges, 11% of High Court judges and 29% and 21% of Circuit and District Court judges 

respectively. Among both barristers and solicitors women have increased their representation, 

among barristers to 34% and to over 40% of solicitors. It is evident from the data that much of 

this significant increase in women‟s employment in legal service occupations has taken place 

during the 1980s and continued through the 1990s (Bacik, et al. 2003). This corresponds to a 

period of time in which women in Ireland strongly increased their levels of educational 

attainment providing a means to access more opportunities in a range of different areas of 

professional employment. Because so much of this increased representation of women in legal 

services has happened over recent decades the age profile of women in law is very much 
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younger than their male counterparts – in fact in the 2002 survey 66% of solicitors and 

barristers had entered the profession since 1990 (Bacik, et al. 2003).  

 

Table 13: Women Barristers and Solicitors Holding a Practising Certificate 
Year Called Women as percentage of total 

Barristers 

Practising Women as % of 

Total Practising 

1970 5 % 5% 

1980 15% 17% 

1990 25% 27% 

1995 29% 32% 

2002 34% 41% 

Sourced from Bacik, Et al. (2003) Gender InJustice. Page 72 and 80. 

 

Analysing data from the educational system indicates that women are likely to have increased 

their representation yet further over the last five years and will continue to do so into the 

future. Data for 2001/02 presented in Table 15 below shows that women accounted for 66% of 

undergraduate enrolments in law – a figure which has steadily climbed from the 53% level of 

ten years earlier,1990/01. 

 

Table 14 : Women as a Percentage of Full-Time Undergraduate Enrolments in Law 
Academic Year Total Males Total Females % Female 

2001/2002 531 1014 66% 

1995/1996 497 628 56% 

1990/1991 409 470 53% 

1985/1986 397 375 49% 

1980/1981 468 305 39% 

1978/1979 576 262 31% 

1975/1976 690 306 31% 

Sourced from Bacik, Et al. (2003) Gender InJustice. Page 88. 

 

Areas of the Law 

 

What is particularly interesting from this survey, where it focuses on those working in different 

areas of the law, is the marked gendered patterns which are evident when the representation of 

women and men are analysed. The highest representation of women is in family law followed 

by asylum/immigration law, property law (including conveyancing and probate) and personal 

injury/negligence. Very much lower percentages of women are recorded in commercial law, 

criminal law and constitutional law. Here again the gender patterns reflect gender roles in the 

wider society, evidenced in women‟s central position in family law and men‟s dominance of 

commercial law for example as the data from Table 15 below reveals. Interestingly criminal 

and constitutional law tend also to be male dominated whereas the relatively newer area of 

immigration law has been taken on by women lawyers. 

 

“ The figures highlight the disproportionate numbers of women working in family law. 

Focus group participants concurred that women had tended to become pigeonholed into 

family law. It was accepted that this had come about partly for historical reasons, since 

at the same time that legislative changes introducing legal separation and other family 

law remedies in the 1970s and 1980s began to generate a great deal of litigation in this 

area, the numbers of women entering legal practice began to increase significantly. 

However, the global tendency for family law practice to be dominated by 

women….suggests a gendered explanation. ”  (Bacik, et al. 2003, author‟s emphasis). 
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Table 15 : Involvement in Legal Areas by Gender 
Legal Areas % Males % Females 

Personal Injury, negligence 35% 65% 

Property (includes conveyancing/probate) 31% 69% 

Family Law 28% 72% 

Commercial/Competition/EU Law 48% 52% 

Criminal Law 47% 53% 

Commercial Property 36% 64% 

Employment/Social Welfare/Disciplinary Tribunal 42% 58% 

Constitutional/Planning/Environment/Judicial Review 44% 56% 

Other 39% 61% 

Asylum/Immigration Law 30% 70% 

Sourced from Bacik, Et al. (2003) Gender InJustice. Page 263. 

 

Respondents to the 2002 survey were asked to assess differences in chances of promotion of 

women and men. Gender differences are clearly evident in these responses, for example 66% 

of women in the legal professions thought that women‟s chances of promotion were worse than 

men‟s chance, whereas only 20% of men were of this view. Similarly, 64% of men in the legal 

professions thought that women and men‟s chances of promotion were the same compared to 

only 35% of women who held this view (Bacik, et al. 2003). 

 

Promotion Issues 
 

Table 16: Employee Perceptions - Women’s Chances of Being Promoted in the Legal 

Professions 
Rating Men % of Men Women % of Women Total 

Better 43 16% 16 3% 59 

Same 168 64% 167 35% 335 

Worse 52 20% 289 61% 341 

Total 263 100% 472 100% 735 

Chi-Square Test: .000 

Sourced from Bacik, Et al. (2003) Gender InJustice. Page 233. 

 

A good illustration of the way in which gender roles in Irish society generally impact on the 

position of women in the workforce (including in areas of professional employment) emerged 

from the responses to questions relating to childcare arrangements. Among men working in the 

legal professions 65% stated that their children were cared for by their partner, compared to 

only 9% of women. This is a very clear indication of the extent to which care is the 

responsibility of women, whether in the home or in paid employment. This is confirmed by the 

situation in relation to access to flexible working arrangements and the taking of statutory 

maternity leave entitlements. Bacik et al‟s research highlights the difficulties many women 

have of availing of their full maternity leave, however they did note some increased access to 

flexibility in working time, but specifically for women in the profession. 

 

“ While it may be slowly becoming more acceptable for women to seek flexible 

working hours on the basis of their parenting responsibilities, it does not seem that there 

is any recognition in the legal workplace of the parenting role of men. ”  

(Bacik, et al. 2003). 

 

Significant differences in the pattern of income levels between women and men working in the 

legal profession was also revealed by this research. Only 31% of women respondents stated 

that they were earning EURO 75,000 or over, compared to 59% of men. 42% of male 

respondents were earning over EURO 100,000 compared to 19% of women, while at the 
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lowest end of the income scale 23% of women respondents compared to 14% of men were 

earning less than EURO 35,000. 

 

Table 17: Income Levels of Lawyers Responding to Survey, by Gender 
Income 

Levels 

Men % of Men Women % of Women Total 

< = €20,000 19 7% 43 9% 62 

€ 21,000-

35,000 

18 7% 71 14% 89 

€ 36,000-

50,0000 

32 13% 120 24% 152 

€ 51,000-

75,000 

36 14% 110 22% 146 

€ 76,000- 

100,000 

42 17% 57 12% 99 

€ 101,000- 

200,000 

72 28% 67 14% 139 

€ 201,000- 

500,000 

34 13% 24 5% 58 

> € 500,000 3 1% 0 0% 3 

Total 256 100% 492 100% 748 

Chi-Square Test: .000 

Sourced from Bacik, et al. (2003) Gender InJustice. Page 265. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Key issues to be addressed and ways to improve the position of women in the law were 

highlighted in this research. It was clear from the survey data that many respondents, 

particularly women, were fearful of taking cases of discrimination and also of insisting on their 

statutory rights in relation to leave entitlements. In this context positive changes which were 

thought to have the potential to enhance gender equality within the profession focused on 

flexibility in work arrangements and more representation of women on the structural bodies of 

the profession : 

 

“ The results indicated agreement on the two most important remedies among both 

male and female respondents – the need to improve work/life balance, and change in 

the long hours culture. These were followed in terms of popularity by the proposal to 

have more women on councils of professional bodies; the introduction of codes of 

conduct on gender issues; the promotion of suitable role models or mentors, and 

women lawyers‟ groups or networks. ”  (Bacik, et al. 2003). 

 

 

3   Policy Issues  

 
3.a Overview 

 

Policies to support work-life balance which would have a positive impact on tackling vertical 

segregation have been highlighted by the EU Commission and include access to quality, 

affordable childcare services, a more equal sharing of care and household responsibilities, 

encouraging fathers to take parental leave, and providing for the option of flexible working 

arrangements for both women and men (European Commission, 2002). In the Irish context a 

number of different Reports over recent years have identified policies which could play a 

central role in addressing gender segregation within the Irish workforce. The Report of the 

Equality for Women Measure (EWM, see details below) put forward specific policies for 



 21 

tackling vertical segregation at the level of the workplace : addressing indirect discrimination 

in recruitment and promotion systems; pro-actively developing women for management; 

incorporating greater accountability into organisational practice and awareness raising 

programmes on how equal opportunities benefit all employees, and organisations more 

generally (EWM, 2003). The Consultative Group on Male/Female Wage Differentials, which 

also reported in 2003, recommended that public and private sector employers review the 

current situation in their organisations, with particular regard to recruitment and promotion 

within an anti-discrimination framework, and set strategic objectives for the achievement of 

enhanced gender equality.  

Established under national partnership agreements, and convened by the Equality Authority, 

the Framework Committee for Equal Opportunities at the Level of Enterprise brings together 

representatives from trade unions, employers, statutory agencies and government. One of the 

Framework Committee‟s strands of work has been to develop initiatives to support innovation 

in promoting equality, accommodating diversity and combating discrimination in the 

workplace. Under this strand a research project was carried out in 2005 involving Dublin Bus, 

An Post (Postal Service) and Iarnrod Eireann (Railway Service) which examined barriers to the 

recruitment, retention and progression of women in the three workplaces and sought to identify 

policies to improve the gender balance in the grades and jobs where women are under-

represented. The main barriers identified were : 

 

 A traditional male culture with limited opportunities for the progression of women, a 

culture of working sometimes perceived as intimidating and isolating for women, 

 Difficulties in combining work and family responsibilities, and some perceived 

inflexibility around flexible working, 

 Rigid shift patterns and limited opportunities to work part-time shifts or job-share. 

 

The research concluded that gender equality had been most successfully achieved and 

promoted where there were clear equality policies and procedures in place (with effective 

mechanisms for implementing them) specific actions, targeted initiatives and through changes 

in the organisation of work (Pillinger, 2006). Examples of such specific initiatives included 

setting targets to improve gender balance, targeted training programmes and work placements 

for women in under-represented areas, providing training for managers so that women‟s skills 

and expertise can be more fully recognised, development of policies for implementing equality 

in the recruitment and promotion of women, eliminating bullying and harassment at work and 

providing development programmes that attract women workers. Other research has shown 

that informal recruitment practices can reproduce segregated workplaces, whether in relation to 

gender, race, religion, „the more subjective and informal the recruitment criteria are, the more 

likely the process is to favour men‟ (Barrett et al, 2000).    

 

An important policy initiative which has received funding in Ireland is the Equality for Women 

Measure (EWM) a specific gender equality programme which funded a series of projects under 

the Irish National Development Plan 2000-2006 (a Plan which benefitted from co-funding 

under EU Structural Funds). One important measure supported under this programme was the 

network Women in Technology and Science (WITS) developed in response to the under–

representation of girls and women in Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) careers.   

 

At a Forum held by WITS in 2003 it was highlighted that many of the issues affecting 

women‟s participation in the workforce in general, such as availability of quality and 

affordable childcare and parental leave, are also relevant to the question of gender equity in the 

representation and participation of women in technological and scientific areas of economic 
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activity. Issues identified by the forum as responsible for the low level of women‟s 

representation included : 

 

 difficulty in returning to research after a career break, because of the rate of new 

developments within science and technology 

 different research publication rates for men and women 

 predominantly male culture in SET, and the difficulty in tackling intangibles such 

as attitudes and corporate culture 

 lack of appropriate role models and mentors for women in SET 

 women‟s low level of participation in SET decision and policy-making 

 need for better gender statistics  

 need to mainstream gender issues in science decision and policymaking 

 

Recommendations were produced to assist the retention of women in SET careers, and to 

encourage women returners to the SET workforce. These included : 

 

 return to work fellowships, aimed at women who have left SET careers 

 professional updating courses for scientists, engineers and technologists 

 gender-proofing publication criteria used to evaluate grant, job and promotion 

applications 

 role model and mentoring schemes 

 implementation of the government target of 40% female representation on state 

boards 

 dedicated „Women in SET‟ unit at the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 

Employment 

 flexible working practices are key to retaining women who are currently in the SET 

workforce (WITS, 2004).   

 

WITS themselves have engaged in a number of initiatives, for example the setting up of a 

Talent Bank directory containing profiles of over 150 experienced and talented women 

scientists, engineers and technologists aiming to dramatically increase the number of women 

appointed to boards in the scientific, technological and industrial arenas, particularly on state 

boards and committees (Barry and 0‟Connor 2006).  

 

Another important policy initiative has been developed by the Department of Education and 

Science (DES) aimed at developing and providing gender sensitive materials to those teaching 

technological subjects. For example, the primary schools action research project, Science, 

Technology and Gender involved the development of classroom materials to assist teachers in 

senior primary classes in delivering gender sensitive scientific/technological education, linked 

to the new science curriculum at primary level introduced in 2003. Reference handbooks for 

teachers were published in April 2000 under the Intervention Projects in Physics and 

Chemistry designed to increase the number of girls studying the physical sciences in the senior 

cycle of second level school. The teachers‟ reference handbooks while not targeted specifically 

at girls, have a particular emphasis on gender equality issues.  

 

An integrated awareness programme entitled Discover Science and Engineering (DSE) was 

also established in 2003 and is managed by FORFAS.  It was aimed at increasing the numbers 

of students taking SET as a career and raising the general level of awareness of the physical 

sciences amongst the public. The programme has a particular role to play in complementing the 
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developments in the school system. However, the DSE programme lacks a specific gender 

focus. 

 

The most recent statement of government policy is detailed in the new Strategy for Science, 

Technology and Innovation published by the Department of Enterprise Trade and Employment 

(DETE) in 2006 and involving a significant investment in scientific research over the seven 

year period to 2013. The document sets targets for doubling the number of PhD graduates and 

increasing private sector investment in research and development. The document refers to 

gender in relation to one aspect of the strategy, where concern is expressed about the numbers 

taking science subjects at senior cycle. A target is set for an increase of 20% of the overall 

cohort taking Physics and Chemistry subjects at Leaving Certificate by 2013. The Strategy 

states that:  

 

„as part of this approach, concerted efforts will be made to encourage a better gender 

balance in the take-up of Physics, where females are under-represented at ordinary and 

higher level and to increase the proportion of students generally who study these 

subjects at Ordinary level‟ (DETE, 2006). 

 

The report states that increased participation will be achieved through reform of the Science 

curricula at senior level, particularly Physics and Chemistry subjects, in which a more applied 

focus will be adopted; investment in teacher professional development; and promotion of 

information brochures, guidance materials, and resources and awareness initiatives, 

particularly at the Transition Year and in collaboration with the Discover Science and 

Engineering Programme (DSE). There are no specific actions outlined to encourage a better 

gender balance in the take-up of Physics. 

 

In 2005 Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) launched an initiative seeking to address the under-

representation of women in science and engineering research through an initiative targeting 

women and comprising three strands: one targeted at Institutions, one at school leavers and one 

at women working in SET within academic settings. This was launched at a time when 

women‟s participation in the sector was highlighted as both low and highly stratified.  

Research at the University of Limerick showed that within SET women constituted 37% of 

College Lecturers, 15% of Senior Lecturers and only 10% of those at Professor and Associate 

Professor levels (Power et al, 2005). The need to examine the work environment for women in 

science and engineering, and in particular the academic career structure within institutes in 

these disciplines was identified and a Development Award was established to facilitate 

institutes in reviewing their systems, structures and procedures from a gender standpoint. 

 

In research carried out by Dublin City University (DCU) on women‟s participation in science 

and engineering research activities and research management funded under SFI‟s Institute 

Development Award, the authors identified the particular challenges faced by women in 

science, engineering and technology (SET) as follows :  absence of gender balance in decision 

making bodies; lack of role models and mentors; culture within institutions. In DCU women 

comprised 27% of research staff. Gender differences were evident in DCU between academics 

with permanent positions and those who were on temporary contracts with women comprising 

only 14% of permanent academics in the Faculty of Engineering and Computing and 22% in 

the Faculty of Science and Health (Kennedy, 2005). In a self-assessment research exercise 

carried out in University College Cork (UCC) in 2005 an analysis of HR appointments and 

promotion statistics showed that lower numbers of women than men applied either for 

promotion or appointment to senior positions.  In contrast, 43% of the full-time SET research 

postgraduate population were women, 54% of the undergraduate population were female and 
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54% of the contract research staff were female. The authors note that there is evidence to show 

that the critical point at which female scientists move from competing equally with their male 

counterpoints to a position of inequality is the transition from the end of a PhD to developing 

an independent academic career. 

 

The authors proposed a number of recommendations relating to actions for change in SET at 

UCC which included:  

 

 piloting a mentoring programme for postgraduate students 

 provision of a Careers Advice Service 

 childcare supports 

 family-friendly policies 

 change from family un-friendly working hours 

 monitoring workloads 

 establishing a network 

 monitoring of specific gender balance indicators in UCC  

                                            (Galligan and Drennan 2005) 

 

SFI has established a number of specific awards to address the lack of representation of women 

in SET occupations. A Scholarship for Young Women in Engineering was set up in response to 

statistics on the third level system for 2002-04 which revealed that only 16.4% of students who 

accepted places on four-year engineering degree courses in were women. Under this 

programme scholarships have been awarded to those undertaking four year engineering 

degrees beginning in 2006, and involve a stipend, provision of equipment, support through 

mentoring and summer research internships both in academia and industry. A Principal 

Investigator Career Advancement Award was also established to address the low numbers of 

women applying for competitive SFI research awards as they were perceived as being highly 

competitive and that any gaps in career paths would be judged negatively. Over the period 

2000-2005 only 11% of SFI‟s applicants were from female researchers. The function of the 

Career Advancement Award was to provide an opportunity to female researchers to receive 

funding where they could state their periods of leave without the fear that it would affect their 

chance of successfully being awarded funding. The award was open to female and male 

researchers who had taken periods of leave, either maternity leave, parental leave, adoptive 

leave or carer‟s leave within the last five years, that is, since 2000. The number of applications 

for this award from women was very high (46) (there were no applications from men) in 

comparison to the numbers of women applying for the Principal Investigator Award and ten 

awards were made under this programme by July 2006.  

 

Within the Civil Service a more targeted gender equality policy was adopted in 2001 which 

required departments to set objectives for the achievement of an improved gender balance. A 

target was set of one-third of all Assistant Principal posts to be filled by women. The policy 

states that the achievement of gender equality will be advanced by setting strategic objectives 

at Departmental level, including equality goals for a more balanced representation between 

men and women and attained through the development of an organisational culture that 

supports gender equality and maximises the potential of all civil servants. A stated 

commitment was made to equality in the main human resource management policy areas of 

recruitment, placement and mobility, training and staff development, promotion, work and 

family issues, language and harassment to be aided by a programme of affirmative action in the 

main human resource management policy areas (Barry and O‟ Connor, 2006)  
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A related issue is gender balance on State boards which continues to show a low level of 

representation of women, despite stated policy to the contrary. McGauran (2005) notes that 

official guidelines for 40% representation of women on state boards have been in place since 

1991, yet the level of representation, while it has increased in recent years, falls far short of 

achieving this target. By 2000, there was only 28% representation of women on state boards 

(NWCI, 2002). More recent information reports that around 30% of members of State Boards 

and under 20% of members of regional and local authorities are women (CSO, 2005).  

On another front the Equality Authority has been resourced to implement the Employment 

Equality Review and Action Plan scheme to support individual companies and organisations to 

review their policies, procedures and practices for their impact on equality and to prepare 

action plans. Reviews have been carried out, on a voluntary basis, with organisations that could 

be considered to be traditionally more male dominated work areas including the Irish Aviation 

Authority, Aer Rianta (airport authority), An Bord Pleanála (planning board), Dublin Port 

Authority, Waterford Crystal, and Iarnród Eireann (railway service). The Equality Review 

considers broad areas such as recruitment, conditions of employment, awareness and 

management of equality and diversity in terms of equal opportunities policies. The Authority 

also operates a Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) scheme which provides training/policy 

development in equality for enterprises with 10 to 250 employees. In 2005 159 of these 

consultancies were implemented, of which there were a high proportion in the hospitality 

sector where hotels featured prominently, a sector where traditionally more women are 

employed.  

 

3.b Job Evaluation 
  

Wage setting in Ireland over the past two decades has operated within a centralised system of 

social partnership negotiations which are undertaken on a voluntary basis and which have 

resulted in a series of National Agreements. These Agreements detail the rates of wage 

increases over a two or three years period and also include agreement on tax reform as well as 

a broad range of economic and social policy issues such as school building and class size, 

public house building programmes, social welfare payment rates and equality proposals. Trade 

Unions and employers together with government representative agree rates of wage increases 

while a broader range of social partners (including women‟s organisations) are included in 

negotiations around social and economic policy. Ireland has no specific system of job 

evaluation operating within the wage setting and national agreement process. Gender equality 

issues are not considered in the setting of wage rate increases although under the broader 

policy agreement research on the gender pay gap, for example, has been funded. 

 

Where job evaluation has arisen it has been in the context of specific industrial disputes and 

industrial relations cases which have been taken to the Labour Court and Employment Appeals 

Tribunal. In these situations job evaluators have been brought into cases in order to assess the 

respective claims of employers and workers, including cases involving equal pay legislation.  

 

Recent years has also seen the carrying out of a benchmarking process which analysed public 

sector and private sector wages and salaries. In 2002 this resulted in increases across a range of 

public sector areas of employment (including nursing and teaching which are particularly 

important for women) on the basis that these had fallen behind private sector levels during a 

period of strong economic growth. A second benchmarking review took place in 2007 but no 

new increases were recommended. Despite the clear gender differences in pay and income 

structures in Ireland, no gender perspective has been incorporated into the benchmarking 

process.  
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3.c Skill shortages 

 

The 2007 National Skills Strategy Research Report estimates that the Irish economy is likely to 

need 950,000 extra new workers between 2006 and 2020, 640,000 of these are anticipated to 

be school leavers while the remaining 310,000 to be drawn from increased participation of 

women and inward migration (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs 2007) While economic 

projections have been revised over the last twelve months, the latest ESRI report projects an 

annual average growth rate of 4% through to 2012 (ESRI 2008). In this context the above 

projections for additional workers are likely to hold.  

 

In their commentary on the level of skills required the Expert Group state the following : 

 

“ … in the absence of policy change, a significant proportion of Ireland‟s workforce 

will remain low skilled in 2020, with their highest level of educational attainment 

below upper secondary level. The result will be an under-supply of skills at the higher 

levels, and an over-supply of those at lower levels. This will be apparent by 2010, and 

will worsen considerably by 2020. The requirement will be met only by reskilling and 

upskilling the resident workforce and by attracting highly skilled migrants….. 

 

…..Significant gender imbalances are apparent across all strata of Irish education, 

training and employment and addressing these imbalances could contribute 

considerably to the alleviation of the projected skill shortages ”      

                                                                     (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs 2007) 

 

Another aspect of the projected skills needs is the anticipation of a more diverse workforce, 

linked to greater mobility, changing ethnic and age profiles, as well as increased participation 

of women. Training to respond to diversity in the workplace is identified as an important 

element of future labour force policy. Forecasts by sector indicate a reduction in employment 

in agriculture and manufacturing and increases in most service sectors including public 

administration, finance and business services, distribution and transport and communications – 

other than the latter, all of these are significant employers of women. 

 

There are marked gender differences in acquiring training and educational qualifications in 

Ireland. Young men have a low level of educational attainment relative to young women within 

the second level system reflected in the data which show 62% of those with the highest scores 

applying (under the points system) for third level places are women. By contrast 99% of those 

on the apprenticeship programme are men (see section 3d below). Gender streaming results in 

a concentration of women in life science courses and of men on engineering courses and is 

evident on the labour market where women dominate within the „caring‟ professions and men 

in engineering and construction. In reflecting on these gender imbalances in a future skills 

context, the Expert Group concludes: 

 

“Aside from the negative cultural and social consequences of these disparities, 

allowing them to persist would constitute a major source of economic inefficiency and 

a waste of resources.”     (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs 2007) 

 

3.d Training  

 

Inadequate training has been identified as an important factor in contributing to the lack of 

opportunities for women on the Irish labour market. Based on a survey of 8,000 employees in 
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both the public and private sectors, the Forum on the Workplace of the Future in its analysis of 

the situation in Ireland concluded that : 

“ Women receive less training than men, have less discretion over their work, receive less 

information in the workplace and have high levels of work stress. ” (NCPP 2005) 

In its recent study of the gender pay gap among recent graduates, the Economic and Social 

Research Institute revealed that while 50.5% of recent male graduates, compared to a 

significantly lower 44.2% of recent female graduates working in the public sector, received 

employer sponsored training in the previous two years (ESRI 2006).  

FAS, the national training agency, has undertaken a number of specific actions to encourage 

women into training. Since 1990 FAS has prepared an annual Positive Action Programme for 

Women, which includes the aim of assisting women to enter non-traditional occupational 

areas, including apprenticeship and management, and to facilitate women wishing to return to 

work after an absence. Specific actions under this programme include : 

 running a number of preparatory training courses to assist women gain foundation skills 

which will allow them to move on to specific, higher-skill courses.  

 providing a financial bursary to encourage employers to recruit female apprentices.  

 setting up Return-to-Work training courses in a variety of FÁS Training Centres and other 

locations.  

 running a small number of women-only training courses to meet specific needs.  

 providing childcare supports for those attending training courses.  

 supporting community groups to provide childcare services through the Community 

Employment and Community Training programmes.  

 

The low level of female participation in apprenticeships has been one of long-standing concern 

(DETE, 2004). Standards-Based Apprenticeships are available in 26 designated trades. 

Apprenticeships involve on-the-job training and formal class based training either in a FÁS 

Training Centre or in a partner educational college. On successful completion, an apprentice is 

awarded a National Craft Certificate. Data on completion of FAS apprenticeships demonstrate 

very low numbers of women attaining National Craft Certificates. In 1998, 8 women and 470 

men were awarded National Craft Certificates; the corresponding data for 2005 was 27 women, 

and 4,291 men. National Craft Certificates were awarded for a wide range of trades including 

mechanic, bookbinder, cabinet maker, construction plant fitter, electrician, plumber, plasterer, 

painter/decorator, printer, floor/wall tiler etc. Since 1992 there have been 427 women 

registered in the Apprenticeship system. 170 have qualified, while 203 are still in the system. 

The majority of women are registered as electricians (123), followed by Painter and Decorator 

(83), Motor Mechanic (40) and Cabinet Maker (38) (FAS data, 2006). Female participation is 

now less than 20 years ago when a proportion of apprentices were sponsored by FAS. Studies 

have shown that the issue is not due to the apprenticeship system per se, but rather due to the 

occupations that it covers in Ireland, which are traditionally male dominated occupations 

(DETE, 2004). 

FAS has aimed to address the lack of participation by women in apprenticeships through : 

 recruitment of women by employers (supported by the FAS bursary) 

 providing introductory training for women to sample craft skills. 

 undertaking promotional campaigns aimed at young women 

 encouraging State employers and other large employers to adopt pilot initiatives to recruit 

female apprentices. 
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 investigating the possibility of FAS running, in co-operation with social partners and other 

stakeholders, a pilot initiative in one region to increase female apprentice numbers. 

 

FAS‟s stated policy is to seek to encourage young girls and employers to more seriously 

consider female apprentices and to extend the apprenticeship system to additional occupations 

(from 26 to 31 trades) where women are more prevalent thereby increasing the overall 

participation of women in apprenticeships in Ireland (FAS, 2005).  

The Irish Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC) developed a specific initiative under 

the Equality for Women Measure aimed at strengthening women‟s position within 

management by targeting high-potential women in middle management to participate in 

leadership training programmes. Parallel to this development County Enterprise Boards (CEB), 

who have the primary responsibility for the promotion of enterprise at local level have 

developed specific programmes aimed at providing support systems to potential women 

entrepreneurs. The CEB Women in Business Initiative draws on successful women 

entrepreneurs as role models, has established networks and mentoring systems and attracted 

women onto „Start your own Business‟ courses and management development courses – 

women now comprise 60% of programme participants (National Women‟s Strategy, 2007). 

 

4.  Summary and recommendations  
 

Women have dramatically increased their participation in paid employment in the Irish 

economy over the past decade, a decade which has been characterised by high levels of 

economic growth. Strong gender patterns have been evident on the labour market throughout 

this period of high growth and occupational and sectoral segregation are persistent features of 

both Ireland‟s current, and projected future employment structure. Women are concentrated 

into a narrow range of occupations, predominantly within service employment, particularly 

public services (education and health) and within the private sector primarily in sales, clerical 

and personal service employment. To a large extent women are crowded into the lower end of 

the jobs hierarchy except for certain professional occupations within both public services and 

also business services, where there is evidence of women increasing their representation within 

middle level administrative and management positions. 

 

Certain specific policy initiatives have been significant for women, for example initiatives that 

have fostered role models, mentoring, networking and talent banks to strengthen the position of 

women entrepreneurs as well as women accessing promotional and other development 

opportunities at organisational levels.  

 

“Gender segregation, both horizontal and vertical, continues to mark the labour market 

in Ireland, as in other countries, with women predominating in caring roles that are 

often less well paid. Even where women break out of these stereotypical roles, they 

often find themselves concentrated at the lower levels in organisations, unable to break 

into management ranks (the glass ceiling) or into central functions which offer career 

development leading to executive management (glass walls) (National Women‟s 

Strategy 2007). 
 

Statistical data indicates that there is a strong link between occupational segregation and the 

gender pay gap in Ireland. Women‟s employment roles differ from those of men but it is also 

evident that significant percentages of women are employed in those occupational groups 

where the levels of pay are the lowest. For example, about 13% of women and 6% of men are 

employed in sales and yet women earn around 25% less per hour than their male counterparts. 
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An analysis of the pay levels between different sectors shows that women‟s highest average 

hourly earnings are in the education sector, but it is also the sector with the second highest 

gender pay gap of 28% (following financial service at 33%). Education is a female dominated 

sector yet, despite the fact that three times more women than men are employed in education, 

this gender pay gap remains very wide. 

 

Case study analysis has revealed that gender differences, occupational and sectoral segregation 

are a feature of both low paid unskilled work such as retail sales occupations as well as the 

higher paid professional areas of employment such as legal services. Analysing legal services 

reveals that it has become an important employer of women and is likely to continue to be 

significant although marked gender lines are evident in the breakdown of areas of the law 

where women or men predominate. In the retail sector while data show that women have 

become the majority of the workforce, there is also evidence of a significant and persistent 

gender pay gap. Access to training and career development opportunities have been identified 

as critical to a process of enhancing gender equality within the Irish labour market. Forecasts 

of future skills need emphasise the importance of drawing more women onto the labour market 

and addressing the gender imbalances evident within education, training and employment. 

  

Recommendations 

 

Education 

 Specific policies and programmes to broaden the range of subjects available in all 

second-level schools and to both boys and girls. 

 Education, awareness and career advice programmes [from Junior Cycle through to 

third level] aimed at increasing take up of non-traditional occupations by girls and boys 

 Specific programmes to increase the retention rates of boys in second level system 

 

Training 

 Greater investment in training programmes, including in-company training, specifically 

targeted at women 

 Broaden apprenticeship system to include new job areas where women are more 

strongly represented 

 Development of mentoring systems aimed at women within training, education and 

employment and support for networking among women in business and employment 

 

Promotion and Career Development 

 Establishment of formal recruitment and promotional criteria in private companies and 

public sector employers 

 Implement access to flexible working arrangements for women without loss of status 

and career development opportunities 

 Increased representation of women within the organisational structures of specific 

professions 

 Integration of a gender informed job evaluation processes into wage setting systems 

 

Care Issues 

 Develop strategies to establish a more equal sharing of caring responsibilities between 

women and men including paid paternity and parental leave 

 Improvement in the social infrastructure, particularly in relation to care provision, 

including childcare supports during training, education and employment. 
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