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Is it a men’s game (only)?

Levelling women’s uphill struggle 
to join the maritime community

“Empowering Women in the Maritime Community” is the theme of this year’s World Maritime Day. On this 
occasion, a variety of initiatives have been kicked off, including the 3rd International Women’s Conference 
held in Malmö in April or the upcoming September London-hosted Women in Shipping Summit. In turn, the 
Polish arm of the Women’s International Shipping & Trading Association (WISTA) has been supporting women 
in the maritime industry by making it possible for them to establish personal and professional contacts, 
as well as to present their accomplishments, improve qualifications. In addition, this autumn, the Gdańsk 
Entrepreneurship Incubator STARTER has been implementing, in cooperation with the City of Gdańsk, the 
Women Build Ships Too project, the purpose of which is to draw attention to the women’s situation in the 
industry and to aid their career development, i.a., by inspiring them to embrace a more entrepreneurial mindset.

by Anna Miler, Start-Up Development Specialist, Gdańsk Entrepreneurship Incubator STARTER

s
upporting women in professions 
connected with technology and ex-
act sciences is a global trend, and 
a number of established companies 

(Shell, Damen, Stena Line) are execut-
ing programmes to that end. Numerous 
studies have shown that a more diverse 
workforce gives a company the creativity-
enabled competitive edge. On the flip side, 
it’s a loss for a country’s economy when 
women are either left outside the market 
or take up positions below their qualifica-
tions, often in an environment which fur-
ther suppresses their potential (glass ceil-
ing, lower pay, being faced with career vs 
family choice).

As such, to increase the number of 
women in the STEM field (Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering, Mathematics), we 
need to understand what stereotypes and 
prejudices make it difficult for women to 
pursue education and jobs in these fields 

as well as to present successful white and 
blue-collar female workers as encourag-
ing role models. Maritime UK, for instance, 
keeps a female expert database (Speaker 
Bank), organises public speaking work-
shops, and seeks female volunteers who 
are interviewed in order to make the com-
mittee more diverse (Interview Pool). The 
findings gathered by the organisation’s 
project point out what should be obvious: 
a more balanced workforce improves work 
culture and productivity.

Cultural change
After WWII, all hands were needed to 

rebuild Poland. Following workforce short-
ages, women were encouraged to fill what 
used to be “men’s jobs” – in factories, 
across crop fields, or in shipbuilding. Fe-
male shipyard employees were featured 
on the covers of trade journals and local 
magazines. Presented as role models, they 

t he Gdańsk-based STARTER is a 
business-minded organisation 

that helps start-ups and newly-born 
companies to develop faster and better. 
“STARTER is a space, knowledge and 
networking. It is a community. We 
alter the way of thinking by creating 
future winners – from pre-schoolers 
to businessmen,” its motto goes. For 
more info on the Incubator, please visit 
www.inkubatorstarter.pl/en, while for its 
involvement in researching women’s 
situation in the maritime industry head 
to www.kobiety.inkubatorstarter.pl
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Faculty of Naval Architecture at the Gdańsk 
University of Technology in the mid-1950s. 
Krystyna Chojnowska-Liskiewicz is prob-
ably the faculty’s most famous female 
graduate. She single-handedly sailed 
around the world in 1976-1978. Years later, 
she said she had felt that she was paving 
the way for the next generations of women.

Yet, those efforts didn’t bring about a 
profound cultural change. Women who 
took up shipbuilding jobs revealed later 
that they weren’t accepted by male teams, 
their knowledge and skills were constantly 
questioned and put to the test, while work-
ing away from home for weeks or even 
months on end, taking overtime, and un-
dergoing professional training was impos-
sible to reconcile with what the society de-
manded of them as mothers.

What’s more, Jagiellonian University’s 
Dr Zofia Łapniewska emphasises, when 
girls decide to take up technical studies, 
they struggle with autostereotyping: “Re-
search conducted by Ireneusz Sadows-
ki showed that girls who applied to the 
Warsaw University of Technology usually 

were supposed to encourage more women 
to take up the excessive production chal-
lenges set by the centrally-planned econ-
omy. But women also entered the “super-
structure.” First women graduated from the 
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Breaking stereotypes in our thinking 
and encouraging girls who graduate from 
high schools to choose technical or scien-
tific studies are the goals of the Girls As En-
gineers and Girls Go Science campaigns 
initiated by the Conference of Rectors of 
Polish Universities of Technology and the 
Education Foundation Perspektywy.

Knowledge-to-action
Unfortunately, not enough is known 

about the current situation of women in the 
Polish maritime sector. Thanks to the sup-
port of the City of Gdańsk, STARTER has 
been conducting a study a goal of which 
is to obtain information about their work 
conditions as well as their unique pathway 
for moving up the career ladder. Based on 
individual interviews, a report will be pro-
duced, pinpointing key issues along with 
recommendations for further action.

Preliminary findings show that wom-
en in this industry do not form a homo-
geneous group. The situation of those 
having technical jobs is different from 
the ones who have managerial positions 
but do not necessarily have experience 
in the field. The fact that they often work 

had really high scores in sciences (so 
they only had enough courage to apply 
if they were sure they could manage it) 
while boys applied even with much lower 
school-leaving exam scores. Therefore, 
low self-esteem when it comes to ab-
stract thinking and solving science prob-
lems is still internalised and strengthened 
in girls.” The data published by the Polish 
Naval Academy seem to confirm it. Girls 
accounted for only 33% of applicants in 
the academic year of 2017/2018, but they 
constituted 42% of those admitted. Other 
schools which prepare for working in the 
shipbuilding industry include the Gdynia 
Maritime University and the Gdańsk Uni-
versity of Technology (especially the 
Faculty of Ocean Engineering and Ship 
Technology; women were 33.1% of all 
the students during the 2018/2019 term). 
Female students train to work as design-
ers in the Studio of Naval Design at the 
Academy of Fine Arts. The University of 
Gdańsk runs applicable studies at the 
Faculty of Oceanography and Geogra-
phy. Women who have completed chemi-
cal, biological, IT, and economic studies 
also make it to the maritime industry.

in specialised companies which act as 
subcontractors, where they have limited 
chances of promotion, is also significant; 
above all, development is possible on the 
basis of competence – through develop-
ing their skills during task completion. 
Women experience unequal treatment, 
but they do not notice its structural na-
ture. Many of them are the first women 
on their posts and do not have role mod-
els or more experienced colleagues who 
could support them. The fact that they 
have turned up is a challenge for the 
men who work with them – both on the 
organisational and mental level. It is also 
difficult for them to balance motherhood 
with serving on ships, which gives them 
a chance to improve their qualifications 
and get promoted sooner.

Apart from the report, STARTER will 
have completed by end-November other 
activities, including conducting workshops 
targeted at improving women’s managerial 
skills, creating a database of female ex-
perts in this field, and supporting educators 
when it comes to teaching business in the 
context of maritime industries and encour-
aging girls to take up studies in this field. �


