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In 2008, the female employment rate in Malta registered an increase 
of 2.3% over the previous year (from 36.3% to 38.5%) whereas the 
male employment rate decreased slightly from 73.5% to 7�.6%. In 
spite of these changes, the employment gender gap in Malta, with a 
marked difference of 33.�%, is still high and makes it difficult to reach 
target set by the Lisbon Agenda of a 60% of female participation rate 
in the labour market by 20�0.

Gender Differences 
in the Maltese Labour Market

Why is the participation rate of women in the labour market so low in Malta? 
Is it due to the persistence of traditional norms in Maltese culture which 
assign the role of caring to women and the bread-winner role to men? Or are 
there unsolved logistical problems which limit choices for spouses wishing 
to adopt the dual-earner family mode? In addressing these questions in this 
short paper, I will argue that there is a combination of factors that may lead 
to this situation. 

Inactivity Rates
The Labour Force Survey by NSO reveals that 66.5% of females aged �5 and 
over are inactive which means that they are not employed and not actively 
looking for work. Among the same age group of men only 34% are inactive. 
This discrepancy between the inactive women and men is probably due to the 
withdrawal of women from the labour market in order to deal with family 
responsibilities. In fact according to the responses in this NSO survey, 54.5% 
of the inactive women, in contrast to 3% to men, were not active in the labour 
market because of personal and family reasons (Table �).

This data provides tangible evidence that the marked difference between 
the activity rate of women and men in the labour market is mainly due to 
gender stereotypes and the logistical problems inherent in such roles. One of 
these personal and family reasons may be child care. A report issued by the 
EU shows that Malta has a low provision of childcare for children less than 
three years of age. 
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The married spouses lacking the support of the grand parents and access to 
a conveniently located child care centre will have to face serious difficulties 
for both of them to join the labour market. Once the child starts school the 
problem of child care is not solved. Schools finish early in the afternoon, very 
often at 2.00pm and some even at �.00pm. To compound the issue there are 
the long Christmas, Easter and summer holidays. The compromises which 
have to be made in order to solve these problems generally result in a decision 
by the mother to give up her job to look after the needs of the children. The 
fact that no measures have been taken and neither any policy adopted to 
help the working parents solve these problems shows our lack of sensitivity 
to this issue. 

Work-Life Balance
This lack of support structure, which may be conducive to high level of stress 
among the spouses of the dual earner families as well as to the single parent 
families, is pushing some mothers out of full time employment. To reduce 
these pressures and at the same time conform to the culturally mandated role 
of mother and housewife, women may opt to work part time. The majority of 
part timers are women (69%) in contrast to 3�% men. However a closer look at 
the figures (Table 2) shows that the vast majority of female employees (75.2%) 
actually have a full time job. This may be an indicator of the unavailability 
of attractive part time jobs for women.

Reason Sex Total
 Males Females 
 No % No % No %
Personal or family  �,470* 3.0 62,�36 54.5 63,606 39.0
responsibility

Own illness or disability 6,060 �2.4 3,050 2.7 9.��0 5.6

Education or training �2,736 26.� �4,774 �2.9 27,5�0 �6.9

Retirement 25,547 52.3 �5,484 �3.6 4�,03� 25.2

Other reasons 2,�53 4.4 �7,807 �5.6 �9.960 �2.2

Has already found a job  692* �.4 539 0.5 �,23�* 0.8
which will start later 

Table 1: Inactive population by reason for inactivity 
 in April-June 2006

Adapted from NSO Labour Force Survey 2006



Centre for Labour Studies • Biennial Report, 2007 - 2008

25

Table 2: Type of employment by gender for main occupations

Type of Employment Sex Total
 Males Females 
 No % No % No %
April-June 2008
Full-time job 99,782 95.� 4�,340 75.2 �4�,�22 88.3

Full-time with 4�2 0.4 3,�86 5.8 3,598 2.2
reduced hours job

Part-time job 4,700 4.5 �0,455 �9.0 �5,�55 9.5

Total 104,894 100 54,981 100 159,875 100

April-June 2007 

Full-time job �02,465 95.9 38,�99 75.0 �40,664 89.2

Full-time with 209 0.2 2,452 4.8 2,66� �.7
reduced hours job

Part-time job 4,�87 3.9 �0,256 20.2 �4,443 9.�

Total 106,861 100 50,907 100 157,768 100

Source: National Statistics Office: Labour Force Survey, 2nd Quarter, 2008

It is also pertinent to point out that there is a marked difference in the working 
conditions of the employees in the public sector and those in the private. 
Family friendly measures in the public sector include a �2 month career break, 
an option to work on a reduced time-table until the child reaches the age of 
�2 years and possibility of telework. The employees in the private sector do 
not have access to these benefits and have to content themselves with the 
minimum standards set in the Employment and Industrial Relations Act 
(EIRA). The provisions in this Act lay down that mothers have to return to 
work after �4 weeks of a maternity leave, they are entitled to an additional 
three months, unpaid parental leave which is also available to the father. 
These conditions of work do not go a long way in enabling the spouses to 
reconcile family life with work. 

The privatisation process of public utilities is still ongoing which means that 
employment in the public sector may be further reduced whilst that of the 
private sector is likely to increase. Since employers in the private sector are 
wary of the generous family friendly measures enjoyed by employees in the 
public sector, this means that there will be fewer workers enjoying favourable 
family friendly conditions of work. Thus the problems of the dual worker family 
are likely to be accentuated.
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The announcement by the Prime Minister in the budget speech for 2007, of 
government’s intention to extend these favourable family friendly conditions 
of work to all the employees in the public sector was not met favourably by the 
employers. The president of the Malta Employers’ Association (MEA) in an article 
in the press stated that “this is another instance where provisions in the collective 
agreement have been bypassed, and any plans to extend such measures to the 
private sectors will be a mistake” (Fava, 2007). The concern of the employers is that 
the additional cost which these measures may involve will render the enterprises 
in the private sector less competitive.

Nevertheless the denial of an opportunity to parents to reconcile work with care is 
not cost neutral. The country may be already paying a hefty price in economic terms 
because of the overall low employment rate. This situation is decreasing government 
revenue, hampering economic growth and may adversely affect the sustainability 

Economic Sector Sex Total
 Males Females 
 No % No % No %
April-June 2008

Private 75,876 72.3 37,0�0 67.3 ��2,886 70.6

Public majority 2,372 2.3   72� �.3 3,093 2.0

Independent  8,678 8.3 2,880 5.3 ��,558 7.2
statutory bodies

Government departments  �7,968 �7.� �4,370 26.� 32,338 20.2
and ministries

Total 104,894 100 54,981 100 159,875 100

April-June 2007 

Private 76,283 7�.4 34,429 67.7 ��0,7�2 70.2

Public majority 2,2�4 2.� �,�34 U 2.2 3,348 2.�

Independent  9,088 8.5 3,��4 6.� �2,202 7.7
statutory bodies

Government departments  �9,276 �8.0 �2,230 24.0 3�,506 20.0
and ministries

Total 106,861 100 50,907 100 157,768 100

Source: National Statistics Office: Labour Force Survey, 2nd Quarter, 2008

Table 3: Total employed persons classified 
 by economic sector and gender
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of pensions. Generous family friendly measures may mitigate the problem of the 
demographic deficit. There is tangible evidence that countries with more women 
in employment and with better work-life reconciliation packages, are registering 
the highest birth rates. France, for example, with its generous maternity leave, tax 
credits for large families and other family related benefits, has one of the highest 
birth rates in Europe. Its high female participation rate in the labour market, with 
8�% of women, aged between 25 and 49 in gainful employment (Wyatt, 2007), 
may be taken as a clear indication that favourable family friendly measures are 
enabling French women to reconcile family and work obligations. On the other 
hand, in the Mediterranean countries, where family friendly measures are not so 
favourable, the birth rate has been decreasing in spite of the low employment rate 
of women (Letabier, 2003). Malta with a 38.5% of women in the labour market and 
with the second lowest birth rate in Europe (Eurostat, 2007) is a typical example 
of the latter group of countries. 

Conclusion
These figures and trends suggest that work-life reconciliation is likely to be elusive 
to great number of Maltese workers especially to mothers who are still expected 
to carry the bulk of the non-remunerated work load. The data and statistics that 
have been presented indicate that the stereotyped gender roles and the male bread 
winner family model are still dominant in the Maltese culture. The gap between 
the ideal and reality is still as wide as ever. A clear and bold policy is needed to 
enable Maltese families to strike a more ideal work-life balance. 
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