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New research shows we need a culture change 
to encourage more women into the sector.

Of the women we surveyed, 88% 
agreed a flexible working culture 
would attract women back into  
the sector

Women
in transport careers
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nnovative research from Women in 
Transport and a cross-party group of 
parliamentarians has plugged a gap in 

knowledge about women’s and men’s 
experiences and perceptions while 
working in the transport sector. The study 
identifies a perceived macho culture, and a 
mismatch between women’s experiences 
and men’s perceptions of women’s 
experiences while working in the sector. 

The report, published on International 
Women’s Day 2021, showed 69% of the 
women we surveyed felt the transport 
sector has a macho culture. A similar 
number (70%) perceived the sector to have 
an image problem. Alarmingly, 70% of the 
women we surveyed said they had 
experienced discriminatory behaviour or 
language targeted at them. 

Men’s perceptions of women’s experiences 
were significantly different from women’s 
reported experiences, with more women 
feeling they had experienced 
discriminatory behaviour than men  
feeling they had witnessed it. Given this 
mismatch, we wanted to look at how we 
can challenge the transport sector’s 
perceived macho culture and provide 
recommendations for industry, 
government and Women in Transport  
to take forward. 

Challenging the perceived macho 
culture 

Our survey highlighted statistically 
significant differences in women’s and 
men’s perceptions of transport sector 
culture. Men were less likely to agree it had 
an image problem or a macho culture, or 
that there was a certain stereotype of 
someone working in the transport sector. 
Men tended to agree more than women 
that transport is an attractive place for 
women to work. 

We also found statistically significant 
differences between men and women on 
perceived gender issues while working in 
transport. Women were more likely to feel 
they had experienced barriers to career 
progression, with significantly more 
women than men agreeing it was easier  
for men to progress their careers. 

Women were more likely than men to 
agree there is unconscious bias towards 
women within the sector. Perhaps most 
alarmingly, more women agreed they had 
experienced discriminatory behaviour than 
men agreed they had witnessed it against 
women. These findings paint a picture 
whereby men are not always aware of the 
issues affecting women. If we are to 
address the transport sector’s perceived 
macho culture, we must build 
understanding of women’s experiences 
and continue to share their stories. 

Despite their somewhat negative 
experiences, it was encouraging to find 
the majority of the women we surveyed 
(83%) were proud to work in transport, 
and 85% were likely to recommend such  
a career to other women. This shows 
women working in transport are huge 
advocates for the sector. We need to make 
sure their talents are retained and find 
more ways to help women champion the 
sector to other women. 

Covid-19 and building back better 

Covid-19 and its subsequent policies have 
impacted all of us in different ways, and 
the women who took part in our study 
were no exception. As part of our 
research, we wanted to understand how 
Covid-19 had impacted participants in 
terms of their work and their wellbeing, as 
well as examining the role of the transport 
sector in the economic recovery from  
the pandemic. 

For many women, the pandemic had not 
impacted their work too much, other than 
having to work from home; but this had 
presented challenges for some women, 
such as isolation, overworking and the 
difficulties of home schooling. As a result, 
many women reported Covid-19 as having 
a negative impact on their wellbeing, with 
some reporting increased anxiety and 
stress levels. On the positive side, some 
women felt home working had a positive 
impact on their wellbeing and work-life 
balance, as not having to commute had 
freed up time for family, exercise and 
other activities. 

When asked about factors that support 
women in transport, 88% of the women 
we surveyed agreed a flexible working 
culture would attract women back into 

the sector. This indicates a need for 
employers to harness the positives from 
the pandemic. Where possible, it would be 
great to embed flexible and home-
working into transport industry culture 
and make sure this continues as the norm 
as we move beyond the pandemic. 

Building a diverse and inclusive  
sector 

Our survey findings provide clear calls to 
action for the transport sector to ensure 
we can build a more diverse and inclusive 
culture and a gender-balanced workforce. 

We recommend industry employers 
should: 

• Provide clarity about their flexible 
working policies post Covid-19 and build 
it into industry culture 

• Establish gender inclusive recruitment 
and retainment practices such as: 
inclusive job descriptions, removing 
names and personal details from CVs, 
ensuring interview panels are diverse and 
resource gender equality staff networks 
to support women and non-binary 
people 

As our research has shown that women 
more than men have struggled with 
progressing their careers, there is a need 
to support women to build their 
confidence and skills to enable them to 
progress to leadership roles. That is why 
Women in Transport has launched Lead, 
our new leadership development 
programme designed to tackle barriers to 
progression and tailored to the needs of 
women leaders in transport. 

As men are typically in more senior roles, 
with responsibility for making management 
decisions, we recommend establishing 
reverse mentoring programmes to help 
build understanding of women's 
experiences and perceptions. This would 
involve pairing up senior male leaders with 
women in more junior roles to create a 
mutually beneficial mentoring relationship, 
to enable better understanding and 
learning from women’s experiences. If 
employers can start to embed as many of 
these recommendations as possible, we 
can all help to build a more diverse and 
inclusive sector culture.
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