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Between 2012 and 2014, as part of a research project,1 we analysed women’s 
career paths in traditionally masculine occupations. Using women’s life 
histories we examined the factors that have positive and/or negative effects on 
access to and retention of employment in certain sectors. We looked at women 
workers’ career paths in five extremely masculinised occupations: mechanic 
in an auto repair shop, painter and decorator, IT specialist/repairer of 
computer equipment, aircraft pilot and railway machinist. We carried out more 
than 50 in-depth interviews with workers, bosses and business owners.  

This contribution focuses mainly on the profession of mechanic in a car repair 
shop. We carried out 12 in-depth interviews in the Community of Madrid. We 
interviewed female mechanics; a female owner, manager and foreperson; a 
female workshop foreperson; a female sheet metal worker and painter; a 
woman products sales representative for workshops; male mechanics and 
bosses, managers and owners of workshops. The fieldwork was conducted 
between December 2012 and July 2014.  

According to the population census data of Spain’s National Statistics Institute 
(2001), only 4.8 per cent of mechanics and machine fitters and 3.6 per cent of 
car repair shop forepersons in Spain were women at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century. Ten years later, however, both categories stood at 3.6 per 
cent. This is plainly a very masculinised sector (with the exception of 
administrative positions) from which women are largely absent.  

 
‘Women who are out of the ordinary’ 
 
Women mechanics thus fit Kanter’s decades-old (1977) notion of ‘tokens’. 
According to Kanter, ‘tokens’ (females viewed through, for example, a racial 
prism) are minorities who differ from the predominant members of a group 
and who represent, for the latter, a novelty or rarity in a given environment. 
Generally, ‘tokens’ have clearly discernible physical characteristics and are not 
defined solely by their belonging to a minority, but also by a set of symbolically 

1. The research entitled ‘Women in men’s worlds: access barriers and strategies for 
overcoming them’ (REF. MICINN-12-FEM2011-25228) was subsidised by the National Plan 
for Research, Development and Innovation of the Ministry of the Economy, Industry and 
Competitiveness in Spain. 



charged features attributed to them with regard to behaviour, character, 
capabilities and aptitudes, among other things.  

One characteristic of ‘tokens’ is their high visibility: all their actions 
disproportionately draw the attention of the group. The exaggeration, even 
distortion of their differences in relation to the majority or dominant members 
of the group is another important characteristic (Kanter 1977). It may happen 
that ‘token’ women become victims of sexist or sexual discrimination or 
harassment on the part of their superiors or colleagues at work. It is not merely 
a question of isolated hostile attitudes, but rather of behavioural norms and 
negative treatment that have become institutionalised over a long period. Thus 
we identified different instances of discrimination and harassment towards 
women mechanics reported either by the women themselves or by owners, 
bosses or forepersons.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that ‘token’ women’s aptitudes are often 
not appreciated as much as those of men, as a result of which they find 
themselves compelled to work much harder than men and expend much more 
energy in both educational and occupational environments to obtain 
recognition in their trade. Kanter calls this the ‘demonstration effect’: women 
have to study or work much harder than their masculine colleagues to 
demonstrate their skills (Kanter 1977).  

 

Discrimination and harassment ever present from 
training onwards 
 
It is important to emphasise that certain female mechanics were already 
included in the social category of ‘token’ when they were still at school or 
college, before entering the labour market.  

In 2012–2013, in Spain, only 3.33 per cent of students enrolled in occupational 
training (intermediate and higher level) in vehicle servicing and maintenance 
were women, totalling a mere 105 students in the whole country. Based on 
interviews we found that the existence of ‘tokens’ in these training cycles is 
significant. In fact, both directors of training centres and teachers and fellow 
students are guilty of sexist and sexual discrimination and harassment. Such 
behaviour constantly reminds women that they are out of place, transgressing 
established social boundaries. They may also encounter attempts to redirect 
them towards what is considered to be ‘their [true] path’, which leads some 
simply to give up studying to become a mechanic.  

In training institutions, ‘token’ women often face an intimidating, hostile and 
abusive environment. Their masculine peers often treat them as objects of 
mockery, gossip, jokes, humiliating comments and sexual attention. They are 
highly conspicuous as women and in terms of physical appearance. They are 
sometimes also victims of sexual harassment on the part of their fellow 
students. It is also significant, however, that some of these women are not 
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aware that what they are experiencing is harassment. Sometimes they even 
manage to dedramatise the difficult situations that they have to endure by 
minimising or playing down men’s actions or attitudes on the basis that ‘that’s 
just how men are’ and ‘irrepressible’ male sexuality.  

Women studying to be car mechanics thus have to devote a lot of time to 
resolving problematic relations or interactions, which causes them 
considerable stress. As a result, they often try to be as inconspicuous as 
possible, which can negatively affect their productivity or training 
performance. This may give them a distorted image of themselves, at odds with 
reality, and ultimately generate feelings of frustration, which may in some cases 
lead them simply to give up their studies. 

 

Women experience progressive isolation once they find 
employment, which affects their health and their career 
 
Choosing an occupation that deviates from social norms and gender roles is 
penalised in a variety of ways, ranging from parental disapproval and social 
disapprobation to sexist and sexual discrimination and harassment on the part 
of superiors, teachers and/or work colleagues or fellow students (Dainty et al. 
2004). It is particularly important to underline that men partly create their 
own identity in opposition to the female gender and, just like women, on the 
basis of their occupation. As a result, they often have the feeling that their 
identity is under threat and may show reluctance, even hostility and violence 
when women enter spaces that men consider reserved for them, namely 
masculinised sectors or occupations (Akerlof and Kranton 2000). Sexist 
discrimination and harassment of this kind are relatively common social 
sanctions, based on what women told us in interviews: they have experienced 
situations in which colleagues and/or superiors socially isolated them in their 
workplace, excluding them from informal get-togethers organised outside 
work. To give a few examples, some were not given information they needed 
to be able to do their jobs; some were not given help or support; others were 
denied the clothing or tools they needed to do their jobs; some received 
contradictory instructions; they endured constant rebukes, but were never 
praised for work they had done well; they were treated differently from their 
male colleagues; and their self-esteem had been demeaned and undermined 
to the point of experiencing serious occupational health problems.  

As a result, this isolation severely affects them in many respects, 
psychologically, socially and professionally. As regards this particular sector, 
it has a negative impact on the possibility of pursuing a career or being 
promoted, considering that in this sector, in Spain, apprenticeship is largely 
conducted in the workplace and apprentices are trained by their work 
colleagues (Kanter 1977; Dainty et al. 2004).  
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Widespread blindness towards gender-related 
discrimination 
 
The female mechanics were not aware, before they started looking for work, of 
the intimidating and degrading environment and the barriers they would face 
in their efforts to get into the sector. Nevertheless, none of them had reported 
their situation to the Labour Inspectorate or the Social Security Inspectorate. 
Occupational health problems linked to anxiety or depression become 
increasingly evident and it becomes harder and harder to keep their jobs.  

According to the seventh national survey of working conditions in Spain, 
carried out in 2011, psychosomatic symptoms are found much more frequently 
among workers exposed to violent behaviour at work than among those who 
are not exposed to it. Such workers complain much more frequently of 
headaches (26.4 per cent), problems getting to sleep (22.9 per cent) and stress, 
anxiety or nervousness (28.2 per cent) than others (12.5 per cent, 8 per cent 
and 14.6 per cent, respectively – INSHT 2011).  

It is important to draw attention to the lack of awareness among Spanish 
workers, male and female, and enterprises of sexist discrimination as regards 
access to work and at the workplace. The same applies to sexist or sexual 
harassment. Spain is one of those EU member states in which sexist or sexual 
violence and harassment are not considered particularly important by the 
public authorities or in society. It is also one of the countries in which 
enterprises have the fewest procedures and protocols for dealing with this issue 
and where the fewest complaints of sexual or sexist harassment are made 
(Eurofound 2015). The 2011 survey of working conditions also shows that a 
mere 0.6 per cent of workers report sexist discrimination and only 0.4 per cent 
sexual harassment, while the 2013 annual report of the Labour and Social 
Security Inspectorate (a body of the Ministry of Employment and Social 
Security) mentions in one year, in all production sectors at national level 
combined, only 372 interventions for sexist discrimination in access to 
employment and 1,533 for discrimination in the workplace (see Table 1, p. 64), 
together with 294 interventions for sexist discriminatory harassment and 681 
for sexual harassment. As we show in Table 1, the number of violations and 
formal notices imposed on enterprises was even lower (INSHT 2011; ITSS 
2013). 

The database of the Labour and Social Security Inspectorate contains a lot of 
other interesting information. In the Community of Madrid, where the 
fieldwork for our research project was carried out, there have been only 56 
complaints of sexist discrimination, 36 complaints of sexual harassment and 
three complaints of sexist discriminatory harassment in the past 20 years 
(since 1 January 1995), all production sectors included.  
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Preventive measures to be implemented by law and at 
all levels of society  
 
Based on an analysis of sexist discrimination and sexist and sexual harassment 
encountered in educational institutions and workplaces in the sector under 
study, we can truly say that such cases represent a very serious and pressing 
problem, one that has to be tackled head-on, without delay and without pulling 
any punches.  

We must be clear that, although the law is indispensable, it is not sufficient. A 
commitment on the part of public institutions and societal actors is also needed 
to ensure that the principle of equality of opportunity is respected and 
guaranteed in educational and professional settings. That being the case, 
policies and prevention and intervention measures must be implemented to 
tackle discrimination and harassment. Furthermore, merely sanctioning 
discrimination and harassment when they happen to arise is not enough; 
rather they must be prevented from happening at all.  

It is therefore essential to inform, train and raise the awareness of employers 
and their staff, as well as the managements of educational institutions and their 
teachers, concerning the obligation to respect the applicable regulations on 
equality, so that they fully address the dynamics of discrimination and 
harassment, acquire the knowledge they need to identify, prevent and condemn 
them, and acknowledge the need to eliminate them. They also need to be made 
aware of the terrible consequences that these dynamics may have for female 
students and employees, not to mention the damage they cause to enterprises 
and institutions in terms of loss of talent. The public authorities must also 
ensure that the existing legal sanctions are applied in circumstances in which 
practices of discrimination and harassment are not uprooted.  

On top of all this, trade union organisations and all stakeholders in collective 
agreements need to pay a lot more attention to this issue. In Spain, there are a 
number of agreements in this sector that deal with gender equality in the 
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Table 1 Number of interventions by the Labour and Social Security Inspectorate 
related to sexist discrimination, sexist discriminatory harassment and 
sexual harassment in 2013

 

 

Sexist discrimination in access 
to employment  

Sexist discrimination at work  

Discriminatory sexist 
harassment 

Sexual harassment 

Interventions in all sectors 
at national level  

372 

 

1,533 

294 

 

681

Violations  

 

8 

 

15 

2 

 

8

Formal notices  

 

112 

 

117 

54 

 

160

Source: Annual report 2013, Labour and Social Security Inspectorate (ITSS 2013)



workplace and combating sexist discrimination. These include the collective 
agreement of the auto repair shop sector of the Autonomous Community of 
Asturias, signed in 2013, and the Automotive Agreement 2013–2014 of the 
Province of Malaga. These agreements only address the issue is a very general 
way, however, and do not include concrete measures. Collective agreements 
need to include clear criteria and goals with regard to access to employment: 
prevention protocols, definitions of misconduct and sanctions and measures 
aimed at eliminating sexist discrimination and sexist and sexual harassment. 
It is equally important, with regard to sexual harassment, to lay down a gradual 
scale of violations and sanctions in order to ensure that sanctions are not 
confined to direct physical sexual aggression alone.  
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