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RESUMÉ 
Motiveret af den danske debat om manglen på kvinder på topledelsesposter og kvoteregulering, 

undersøger dette studie, med udgangspunkt i storytelling som sensemaking, hvordan otte kvindelige 

ledere, på forskellige ledelsesposter og niveauer, artikulerer og forhandler deres identitet. Herunder, 

hvordan de opfatter konsekvenserne af dette identitetsarbejde og hvilke forventninger, de opfatter 

som vigtige, for at sætte fokus på, om noget i kvindelige lederes identitetskonstruktion kan forklare 

manglen på kvindelige topledere. Studiet viser, at deltagerne tilskriver deres erfaringer, aktiviteter 

og valg mening ved at knytte dem til ni overordnede sensemaking strategier, der omhandler de 

ansatte, dem selv som ledere og organisationen/samfundet generelt. Sensemaking strategierne er 

tvetydige og arbejder både for og imod hinanden indbyrdes. Således tegnes et komplekst billede af 

de identiteter de kvindelige ledere artikulerer og forhandler. Den individuelle kvindelige leder opnår 

derved at kunne legitimere sin ledelsesstil, der er anderledes end den, der generelt forbindes med 

ledelse, men inkorporerer forventninger til kvinder om at være hjælpsomme, indlevende og 

støttende – og de valg, forventninger, ønsker om forfremmelse, ønsker om ikke at blive forfremmet, 

som ligger i forlængelse heraf. Dette sker ved at trække på og afveje betydningen af forskellige 

sociale og politiske forventninger som tilgængelige ressourcer for identitetskonstruktionen. 

Deltagerne fokuserede på at fremstå beskedne, og derved realistiske, og som individer, der kunne se 

en sag fra flere sider. Dette kan forklare anvendelsen af modsigende sensemaking strategier. Der ud 

over kan det indikere, at de kvindelige ledere ikke ønsker at udtale et direkte ønske om 

forfremmelse og om at bestride topposter, da det vil være i strid med den identitet, de netop 

værdsætter. Dette kan bekræftes i, at mange af dem gjorde opmærksom på, at de var blevet valgt af 

andre til at lede. Noget kunne derfor tyde på, at kvinder gerne vil lede, hvis de bare bliver spurgt 

eller valgt. På den anden side kan netop de komplekse identiteter konstrueret, anses som en særlig 

stil, der forhindrer kvinder i at nå topledelsesposter. 
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INTRODUCTION  
The lack of women in top-leadership positions has been a political hot topic for decades. Recently, 

Danish Minister for Gender Equality, Lykke Friis, reheated the public debate by launching a new 

political initiative, ‘Operation Chain Reaction’, intended to get more women into leadership 

positions (web1). The initiative follow-op the campaign ‘Charter for more women in management’, 

set out by former Danish Minister for Gender Equality, Karen Jespersen (web2, web3). Businesses 

are now encouraged to sign ‘Recommendations for more women on supervisory boards’ to commit 

themselves to promote women in management and top positions (web4). This way business’ is 

made a responsible part for further the changes in situation. 

The new focus on gender equality is caused by pressure from the EU (web5, web6). The 

Commissioner for Justice, Fundamental Rights and Citizenship has repeatedly encouraged Denmark 

to fully implement EU-rules prohibiting discrimination in employment and occupation on the 

grounds of gender (“Directive on equal treatment for men and women in employment”1). However, 

despite the debate is fundamentally about equality, it has focused primarily on lack of women in 

top-leadership positions, lack of women in board rooms, and the pros and cons of quota-regulations. 

Business’ argue for their right to decide if they want women in, and if so, how, where and when to 

attract them. Meanwhile, critics and women themselves debate if women once possessing top 

positions are to be considered, or will consider themselves, ‘golden skirts’2. 

 

Denmark, along with its Nordic neighbour countries, enjoys a gender egalitarian status (Tienari et 

al. 2003) and has long been a front-runner and scored high on equality factors such as women in 

political representation, women in labor, long maternity leaves and different forms of economic 

compensation, fathers’ rights and kindergarten offers (Borchorst 2002). However, there is no sign of 

the last decades’ developments in gender equality when it comes to women holding socially 

powerful positions and positions of economic power (web7, web8, web9, 10). This is strange, 

particularly given the fact that increasing research shows that gender diversity pays off and that 

there is a positive correlation between women in management and business performance (European 
                                                
1 “Directive 2002/73/EC is a central element in the broader body of European legislation on equal treatment between 
women and men. It aims to implement the principle of equal treatment between men and women in employment, 
prohibiting any discrimination on the basis of sex, either directly or indirectly by reference, in particular, to marital 
status. The Directive introduces detailed definitions of direct and indirect discrimination, harassment and sexual 
harassment. It requires Member States to create a body to promote, analyse, monitor and support equal treatment 
without discrimination on the grounds of sex and to encourage dialogue with non-governmental organisations.” (web6) 
2 Golden skirts refer to Norwegian women that, to comply with the percentage legislation for women in boards, has 
become board members because of their sex, not their competences. (Børsen, 24/9/2010)  
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Commission 2010). This correlation is supported by academic research (Helgesen 1995, Rosener 

1990), and some researchers find the recruitment, hiring and development of managerial women to 

be a bottom-line issue related to corporate success (Coughlin 2005, Davidson & Burke 2004, 

European Commission 2010, Gergen 2005, Helgesen 1995). 

 

Part of the explanation for slow change can be ascribed “old boys network” (Davidson & Burke 

2004). Leadership is still thought of as a masculine domain (Acker 1990, Adler & Izraeli 1988, 

Hearn & Parkin 1988, Powell et al. 2002, Schein et al. 1996, Schruijer 2006) – this despite 

legislation, despite several political initiatives taken to promote gender equality and despite 

academics pointing out female advantages to leadership. 

 

Even though legislation has removed many structural barriers that might impede women in their 

attempt to climb the corporate ladder - e.g. has implemented Law on Equal Payment 1973, 

democratization on women’s access to education and universities in 1960-1970, annulled joint 

taxation 1983 (women gain the right to manage own income) (web11), there is no denying the 

reality that men continue to predominate in upper tiers of management. As Denmark by law enjoys 

a gender egalitarian status, it seems as if things have reached a dead end. Thus, the need for 

renewed political focus on getting more women into top-leadership positions is very real and 

present, but will it further the change desired? Especially when quotas as a tangible tool are 

deselected. 

 

It is certainly fair to say, that the managerial landscape for Danish women leaders is a complex 

situation. As the renewed political initiatives focus on creating a shift in business’ attitude and 

culture, it becomes relevant to turn to the women leaders, who are the end-targets of the campaigns 

and initiatives undertaken. It is implied in campaigns that women as a matte of couse want to be 

leaders or that they should. But how are the identities of current women leaders evolving amidst 

these forces? And could it be that identities and perceptions can explain, in part, the lack of 

progress? 

 

Creating stories enables people to make sense of themselves and their environment (Boje 2001, 

Weick 1995) How current women leaders make sense of the political initiatives and the lack of 

women top-leaders remains in the public and political discussions. Analyzing stories and practices 
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around women managers’ identity-work will establish insight to how they form identities and in this 

process which expectations they relate to as important discursive resources – ultimately how they 

relate to, resist, incorporate or in other ways go about aspects of the renewed political focus on 

gender equality in top management positions. 

Gaining greater knowledge of how women leaders manage the contradictions between political 

actual situation, possibly further complicated by own expectations, provides background for 

approaching questions of effect of political initiatives and explanations of why so little progress has 

been seen until now. 

 

Research questions  
1. How do women leaders express and negotiate their identity?  

2. How do women leaders perceive the consequences of this identity work?  

3. What are the expectations that women leaders perceive as important?  

 

Clarification of use of the terms management / leadership 
The terms ‘leader’ and ‘manager’ are used interchangeably throughout this study to refer to 

individuals who hold a formal leadership role in an organizational setting. 

 

Clarification of the use of the term women 
The term ‘women’ refer here to specify an analytic entity. Taking on a feminist postmodern 

perspective and the broader social constructionist point of view, this paper accommodates diversity, 

difference and attempts to reflect multiple voices. As such, the idea that women can be presented as 

one coherent group without internal differences and differing values, and without specifying age, 

nationality, race, ethnic, religious belongings, marital status, political affiliation and other 

relationships and memberships, is thus not desired. 

 

Philosophy of the world 
As this paper sets out to elicit how women managers express and negotiate their identities a feminist 

applied communication lens is chosen. This implies directing attention to the “tensions between 

reinforcement of dominant societal expectation and personal agency.” (Buzzanell et al. 2009, p. 

181). This focus is in continuation of the general scepticism feminist researchers on society and 

culture show in their criticism of traditional science and knowledge production – a position feminist 
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researchers share with postmodernist critics of epistemology and science (Lykke 2008). The shared 

scepticism of feminist critics and postmodernist has created synergies in problematizing self-

evident, taken for granted concepts, categories and world views. Feminists and postmodernists 

advocate for an understanding of science and knowledge being a social and linguistic construct, and 

concentrate on analyzing the diversity of perspectives and discourses that creates the shifting 

realities individuals are constantly presented to. This is in practice done by paying attention to 

localized, context specific knowledge - small stories of individuals (Lykke 2008, Poder 2005). 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
In continuation of the above described philosophical departure it will be relevant to situate this 

study in relation to the research already undertaken. 

 

Women and organizations 
Women have been and are still entering the workforce in increasing numbers. Especially since the 

industrial and economic rise in the 1960’ women came to hold jobs outside home realms. Statistics 

on Danish women’s percentage of the work force show increase from 26% in 1960, 41% in 1976 

and 46% in 2000 (web11) and the labour market statistics for Denmark are thus comparable to those 

in other western countries (see Davidson & Burke 2004 for similar statistics). Although political 

initiatives like Law on Equal Paymant 1973, democratization on women’s access to education and 

universities in 1960-1970, joint taxation annulled 1983 (women gain the right to manage own 

income) and the focus on women’s rights has resulted in, among other things, more women than 

men taking university degrees 1999, and new laws on equality – first Danish minister for equality 

was appointed in 2000 (web10) – progress has not been made with regards to women’s 

advancement in top management. Academic research reveals that even if structural barriers have 

been removed, women are often overrepresented in lower organizational levels, holding positions 

that are ascribed lower responsibility and power (Alvesson 1998, Davidson & Burke 2004, Fine 

2009), and relate this to negative assumptions about women, their personality traits, skills and 

education and different reward/training opportunities, men’s attitudes and token status (Adler & 

Izraeli 1998, Davidson & Burke 1994, 2004, Davidson & Cooper 1993, Kanter 1977). However, 

numbers of women in management have actually increased world wide in the 1980-1990 (Davidson 

& Burke 2004), which make the question of “why so few women in top management positions?” 

even more relevant. 
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Women in organizations 

The work on women, gender and organizations most assimilated is Kanter’s (1977) “Men and 

Women of the Organization”. Kanter (1977) theorized gender differences as a product of structural 

relations. Women’s problems in organizations were argued to be consequences of their scarcity, 

structural placement in jobs without career advancement possibilities, and depictions of tokens if 

they reach the top. Kanter (1977) thus draws attention to how organizations represent and reproduce 

gender and power relations that exists in the larger society – under seeming gender-neutrality. 

Although Acker (1990) criticizes Kanter’s (1977) analysis for focusing on organizational structure, 

not gender, and points out how the effects of organizational structure applies as well to men and 

other minorities in low-status positions, Kanter’s (1977) work is often cited as one of the initiating 

efforts leading numerous writers to identify how “organizational structures, policies, and practice 

feature men and marginalize women, and valorize “male modes of thinking, feeling, acting, and 

forming identities while devaluating their female counterparts” (Fine & Buzzanell, 2000, p. 130)” 

(Fine 2009, p. 182). 

 

Gendered organizations 

Acker (1990) argues that organizations are not just to be considered the place for gender trouble, 

but instead to be understood as gendered social formations, gender being a constitutive principle of 

organizing. This means understanding gender relations as influencing the fundamental functioning 

of organizations (Alvesson 1998). Thus, the view and talk of women and gender “in” 

organizations, representing organizations as theaters or containers in which gender-related dramas 

occur, implies a focus on women’s characteristics, which suggests an essentialist understanding of 

gender (Ashcraft 2004). This understanding of genders can be described as stemming from either a 

biological deterministic or a cultural essentialist understanding of relation between sex and gender. 

Both perspectives make identities seem natural, universal and unchangeable, and, though rooted in 

different explanations, sex results in/lead to gender (Lykke 2008). 

In opposition to talk about women and gender “in” organizations, attention is turned to gender as 

being constituted through social, linguistic discourses and subjectivities available. Not being robust 

and fixed unities, gender is a constitutive element of social relationships and power formations. 

Gendering organizations thus means paying attention to how “advantage and disadvantage, 

exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning and identity, are patterned through and in 
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terms of a distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine.” (Acker 1990, p. 146). As 

an example of such analysis, Acker (1990) points to how even the idea of holding a job, has 

underlying gendered assumptions. As a job is an abstract element based on abstract differentiations 

in organizational logic, separated from people, it is presented to be gender-neutral. But “[t]he 

closest the disembodied worker doing the abstract job comes to a real worker is the male worker 

whose life centers on his full-time, life-long job, while his wife or another woman takes care of his 

personal needs and his children. … “A job” already contains the gender-based division of labor 

and the separation between the public and private sphere.” (Acker 1990, p. 149). The discourse 

used to talk about how to change the situation for women, gender and organizations, is already 

imbedded in a “wrong” discourse, which consequently means it is impossible to get outside this 

discourse. Acker (1990) calls for an industrial revolution that will radically change how 

organizations are organized and thought of, change the values of varying work and restore the 

absent female body. Even if this seems utopian thinking, feminist research and theorizing about 

“how gender provides the subtext for arrangements of subordination” (Acker 1990, p. 155) are 

valued to be one way to create this future. One of the aims of this present study is to provide such a 

research. 

 

Women and leadership 
Despite the gender division of labor and the gendered organization, some women still possess 

powerful managerial jobs – not all of them being the biological female acting like a man (Alvesson 

1998). Literature on women and leadership seem to be divided into two foci – one direction 

discussing if women display a unique women’s leadership style or not (and how this makes them 

good/not good leaders), the other direction focusing on the barriers making up and upholding the 

glass ceiling preventing women from top-leadership positions. 

 

Women use a distinct leadership style 

Numerous studies claim that women use different leadership styles than men. According to this 

research direction, men are believed to be dominant, asserting, aggressive, decisive, forceful and 

authoritarian leaders (Coughlin 2005, Gergen 2005, Helgesen 1995, Helgesen 2005, Rosener 1990, 

Smith 2000). In opposition, women leaders are believed to be, either by nature and / or 

socialization, kind, helpful and sympathetic, leading them to use more collaborative, nurturing and 

egalitarian leadership strategies that emphasize communication (Coughlin 2005, Gergen 2005, 
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Helgesen 1995, Helgesen 2005, Rosener 1990, Smith 2000, Trinidad & Normore 2005). Women are 

suggested to  possess special characteristics and values resulting in distinct women’s leadership 

styles; styles that by some are thought better suitable for today’s complex organizations (Coughlin 

2005, Gergen 2005, Helgesen 1995, Helgesen 2005, Rosener 1990, Smith 2000). 

Pittinsky et al. (2007) portray this view as The Great Women Theory of Leadership, and claim that 

such positive stereotyping of women’s leadership simply leads to the creation of a female version of 

the sexist Great Mean Theory. This places women on a pedestal that leads to inclusion of women 

for certain types of jobs, but also exclusion from the types of jobs that favor a more masculine 

leadership style and behavior. Additionally, positive stereotyping ads a normative slant to 

leadership, advocating that women should lead in a certain way, placing them in a position of being 

unable to use skills traditionally thought of as masculine (Fine 2009, Pittinsky et al. 2007). These 

normative conceptions of women’s leadership styles are likely to influence perceptions of women 

leaders’ competences. Further, it is suggested, that strong expectations for a certain women’s 

leadership style reinforces and encourages a female way of leading. As women mold their behaviors 

to meet the expectations of others, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy. The Great Women Theory 

of Leadership in this way contributes to a polarized view of masculine and feminine ways of 

leading (Pittinsky et al. 2007). 

Seen in this light, the Danish political arguments for furthering women in top-leadership positions 

seem to rely on the conception that women possess special abilities, values and leadership styles –  

being in continuation of research making up The Great Women Theory of Leadership. This stance 

reveals the implicit essentialist perspective that also works to reify the idea that women managers 

hold natural, universal and unchangeable characteristics. Paradoxically, focusing on ‘women’s 

special skills’ and linking them to the value women bring to organizations, genders these skills and 

prevent women from doing what men have been doing all along (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003). 

Hence, even perceptions of gender difference carry profound political consequences. This is also 

the focus of the literature on women and leadership discussing barriers that make up and uphold the 

glass ceiling. 

 

Barriers restrain women’s possibilities 

Literature on women and leadership focusing on barriers to women’s advancement possibilities pay 

attention to the consequences of gendered organizations, the production of inequality, and discuss 

why the lack of women in top-leadership positions are not declining as women are increasingly 
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found in all other levels of organizational hierarchies. As equality is introduced by law in many 

countries, barriers refer to invisible, artificial structural, organizational, cultural and psychological 

hinderings, phrased the glass ceiling, preventing individuals from advancing within their own 

organization (Adler & Izraeli 1988, Smith 2000, Powell & Graves 2003). Structural barriers, i.e. 

legislation and education, have been reduced as results of political attention and initiatives 

(Davidson & Burke 1994, 2004, and Davidson & Cooper 1993). Although this is a positive step in 

the direction of getting more women into top-leadership positions, political initiatives and 

legislation also lead to new complexities. Tienari et al. (2003) point to how broader EU 

Commission legislation on gender equality, puts political pressure on Nordic organizations to take 

on responsibility to promote gender diversity in board rooms and top-leadership positions. The 

focus thus shifts from the lack of women in leadership being a personal problem for the women 

concerned to an organizational problem. This positively raises the awareness of lack of women in 

leadership as a problem for organizations, but as it for organizations becomes a question of “looking 

good” Tienari et al. (2003), it also raises the question of the motive and ethics behind this 

undertaken responsibility. – Is the desired result a better organizational image or more women in 

leadership positions? Further, as Nordic countries already enjoys a gender egalitarian status (Tienari 

et al. 2003) it could lead to a denial of the problem being real (Wrigley 2002). 

Consequently, although political initiatives3 have been introduced to further women in top-

leadership positions in a number of countries, Denmark included, women in leadership still face 

gender differences manifested in stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination (Davidson & Burke 

2004, European Commission 2010, Kellerman & Rhode 2007, Marlow et al. 1995, Pittinsky et al. 

2007, Powell & Graves 2003, Powell et al. 2002, Wrigley 2002). Management is still thought of as 

a masculine domain (Adler & Izraeli 1988, Powell et al. 2002, Schein 1996, Schruijer 2006), and 

cultural traditions and customs are still influencing women’s possibilities (Davidson & Burke 2004, 

Tienari et al. 2003). Though it seems that cultural traditions, norms and social contexts are changing 

(Chernesky 2003), the domestic sphere with work-family life being of centrality still constitute 

choice and identity dilemmas for women managers (Buzzanell et al. 2005, Davidson & Burke 

2004). This leads some women to withdraw from consideration for top jobs, as they desire to make 

fewer personal sacrifices (Baldrige et al. 2006, Powell & Graves 2003). 

                                                
3 Political initiatives are e.g. Pay and Gender Equality Acts and family friendly policies (Davidson & Burke 1994, 2004, 
and Davidson & Cooper 1993) In Denmark, the latest political initiatives request organizations to aim for diversity and 
to utilize all the best resources. 
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Literature on women and leadership reveals complex and conflicting results. On one hand, research 

suggests that women leaders are the best suited leaders for today’s complex organizations, while on 

the other; research reveals that women leaders are deliberately and unconsciously being excluded as 

leaders in top positions. How are women leaders to navigate in this setting? As suggested by 

Wrigley (2002), women leaders deploy “negotiated resignation” as a useful strategy to overcome 

the glass ceiling. What from a radical feminist view of society’s structure and limitations looks like 

minimizing or justification of the glass ceiling, becomes strategic adaptations seen through the 

perspective of liberal feminists. Wrigley’s (2002) research reveals that women must go beyond 

basic performance guidelines to get ahead in organizations. Thus, the glass ceiling is still very real 

even in the female-dominated industry (Wrigley 2002). Studying how women leaders express and 

negotiate their identity, how women leaders perceive the consequences of their identity work, and 

what expectations women leaders perceive as important, is significant and made relevant by 

increased political attention. 

 

Women and identity work 
Identity work, identity regulation and self-identity 

As this present paper investigates how political interest in changing traditional structures, regarding 

women and leadership, influence women leaders perceptions of them selves and their surroundings 

it will be relevant to turn to literature on leaders and identity. Alvesson & Willmott (2002) 

considered the concept of identity to be described and constituted of three mutually interconnected 

terms: 

Identity regulation refers to discursive practices concerned with normative shaping, directing 

identity formations and transformations. 

Identity work refers to the fact that “people are continuously engaged in forming, repairing, 

maintaining, strengthening or revising the constructions that are productive of a precarious sense 

of coherence and distinctiveness.” (Alvesson & Willmott 2002, p. 626). 

Self-identity is understood to be the precarious outcome of identity work and self-images, 

reflexively organized in narratives of self. Research focusing on identity work often implies 

discussing self-identity as well, as authors often do not distinguish between the concepts 

(Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003), and center on how individuals in a multifaceted world, with 

identities becoming destabilized try to make sense of their conflicting and uncertain contexts by 

creating “feelings of a coherent and strong self, necessary for coping with work tasks and social 
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relations as well as existential issues.” (Alvesson 1998, p. 990-991). Although creating a coherent 

self might seem necessary for the individual well-being, Collinson (2003) point to how this 

“narcissistic preoccupation with attempts to secure identity” (p. 533) and strive for order, make 

individuals more likely to be threatened by change. 

 

Unfixed, fluent identities 

As implied in the above, recent literature on identity reflects a move away from the functionalist 

ontological and epistemological assumption that identities of individuals are a monolithic, fixed 

entity that is observable (Collinson 2003, Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003, Watson 2008). Instead 

identity is now understood to be constructed socially and linguistically, contested and mediated by 

various discourses. Emphasis is on perceiving and approaching identity as a matter of discursive 

and constructed work, constantly in flux, something unfixed, fluid, temporary, processsual and 

context-related (Alvesson 1998, Alvesson & Willmott 2002, Bech et al. 2008, Bird 2007, Carroll & 

Levy 2010, Collinson 2003, Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003, Sveningsson & Larsson 2006, Taylor 

2003, Thomas & Linstead 2002, Watson 2008). Individual identity is to be understood as 

constituted of multiple, sometimes overlapping, sometimes conflicting identities, a product of the 

varying discursive positions available. It is therefore more appropriate, perhaps, to talk about the 

several more or less changing identities of the individual (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003, Watson 

2008). 

 

Identities are related to discourses 

Discourses, as available elements for identity construction, refer to linguistic resources, with which 

individuals manage meaning, and create and adapt themselves to contexts and relationships. This 

understanding of discourses emphasize agency of the subjects, and is thus the approach taken in 

most research on identity work (Carroll & Levy 2010). According to Alvesson & Kärreman’s 

(2000) framework on discourse this approach can be defined as a close-range (myopic) interest in 

discourse, emphasizing local, situational context on the formative range on discourse – within 

which there may be synthesis between muscular, considerable constitutive powers of discourse and 

transient discourses of meaning emerging from specific interaction. Collinson (2003) and Watson 

(2008) point to how this work in practice: Individuals are not totally passive in the face of 

discursive pressures, but have to manage and navigate the contradictions, struggles, tensions and 

discords. Identity is thus a project rather than an achievement (Knight & Vurdubakis 1994 cited by 



 14 

Watson 2008). Further working to complicate the management of identity work is the external and 

internal focus: “[W]ho we take our selves to be is very much a matter of the person whom we see 

reflected in the eyes of others, and we ‘manage’ the image of that ‘person’ to influence how those 

others see us.” (Watson 2008, p. 127). Watson (2008) argues to extend the formal definition of 

identity work put forward by Sveningsson & Alvesson (2003) to include the internal and external 

foci: “Identity work involves the mutually constitutive processes whereby people strive to shape a 

relatively coherent and distinctive notion of personal self-identity and struggle to come to terms 

with and, within limits, to influence the various social-identities which pertain to them in the 

various milieux in which they live their lives.” (p. 129, italics in original) 

Discourses as available elements for identity construction can also refer to how individuals identify 

with and subject themselves to available discourses produced by organizations and other social 

institutions. Discourses are thus to be thought of as normative control mechanisms, shaping and 

manipulating identities of individuals (Carroll & Levy 2010). How this is done and with what 

consequences is the focuses of most research on identity regulation, where participants are 

understood as objects. For examples of such research see e.g. Kunda (2006) and Alvesson & 

Willmott (2002). This focus would by Alvesson & Kärreman (2000) be considered as interest in 

long-range discourse (grandiose Discourses). 

 

As this paper is concerned with the identity work done by women leaders, the approach to identity 

and discourse will be that focusing on how discourses are used as linguistic resources, 

understanding participants as subjects actively engaging in managing meaning. 

 

Identity work and leaders 

The literature on identity work reveals a special interest in the identity work done be leaders and 

middle managers, and specifies organizational contexts as especially interesting and appropriate 

settings for studying identity formations. The multifaceted interface in which leaders struggle to 

navigate between and reconcile the discourses which position them, is found to be of special 

complexity (Alvesson & Willmott 2002, Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003, Sveningsson & Larsson 

2006, Watson 2008). Organizations require leaders to take on various corporate identities; being a 

voice of the organization, being in control, but also being dependent on and appreciating 

interpersonal relations. In addition leaders have to make sense of complex issues such as 

feminization of managerial roles, the shifting meanings of professionalism, and the complex 
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expectations and prejudices about women leaders described above. Thus, leaders are likely to create 

identities that they might not adopt in other parts of their lives, possible diverging or being in 

conflict with them (Watson 2008). Further working to the ambiguity, it is acknowledged that work 

activities are only one part of leaders’ life, they need to understand themselves not only as leaders at 

work, but also as private persons at home and in other social relations (Watson 2008) – which 

include the creation of other identities. Additionally “[i]dentity is, of course, heavily gendered as 

perhaps nothing is so crucial as gender for one’s self-definition and other’s inclination to fix a 

person in a social category. Gender identity seldom appears “naked”, but is typically embedded in 

other sources and constructions of identity, such as age, ethnicity, organization, and occupation.” 

(Alvesson 1998, p. 990) Buzzanell et al. (2005) show how women managers juggle their identities 

connected to their work, their manager position, their parental/mother role and their relationships 

with partners by reframing the concept of a ‘good mother’ to be a ‘good working mother’. This way 

the better of two worlds was integrated and legitimized. 

 

Identity organized in stories 

How individuals combine, navigate and reconcile the discourses available is expressed in the 

reflexively organized stories they tell about themselves (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004, Alvesson & 

Willmott 2002, Jorgenson 2002). Stories are always addressed to an audience, actual or imagined, 

and thus negotiated within a particular social context to be accepted as legitimate. Studying the 

stories of Danish women leaders will provide insight to how available discourses – here the political 

expectations and general societal expectations - are combined, navigated and reconciled when 

forming identities. This will expose how if the renewed political focus on gender equality has 

created discourses women leaders relate to, and in what way. Further, it will reveal what 

expectations the women leaders find important to create identities around. Researching how women 

leaders perceive the consequences of their identity work is relevant, as this will provide the back 

ground for discussing if the renewed political focus on equality wills likely further changes. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
Method 
This study research how women leaders in a Danish NGO express and negotiate their identities. 

Women leaders working in this NGO was chosen for several reasons: 



 16 

First, women tend to be the majority in the Public and Personal Service Industry (web9), an 

industry that covers sectors of public services, education, health- and social care, information, 

culture and leisure. Especially the care/nursing/service sector is statistically and commonly known 

to be overrepresented by women (web10, web12). In fact, over 90% of jobs within this sector are 

occupied by women, men holding less than 10 % of the jobs (web13). Even though being an NGO, 

a private business, the work carried out is defined to pursue a wider social aim, and the NGO can 

thus be defined as part of the Public and Personal Service Industry. 

Second, women in the researched NGO only occupy 36%4 of the NGO’s top-leadership positions. 

This corresponds with statistics showing that even though women in this industry are the majority, 

men hold the largest share of leader positions (web13). Men are as well the majority in all top and 

middle leadership positions through out industries, women top-leaders constituting around 6% in 

both categories (web8, web9). 

Third, when women enter jobs in substantial numbers, men exit, and pay and status decline (Martin 

2000). Women make up 75% of all full-time employees in the studied NGO, which according to 

Martin (2000) could influence the work pay negatively. In addition, NGO’s are often expected to 

keep pay at a low level for ideological reasons, so funds are used ‘directly’ to pursue the NGO’s 

wider social aim. As women are statistically overrepresented in the sectors characterizing the work 

done by many NGO’s, this could hint that women are motivated by ideology, not as much by pay, 

or that, as Martin’s (2000) work point at, women’s work are not considered as good/important/pay-

worthy as men’s work – hence the decline in pay? 

Even though these women leaders cannot be said to represent women leaders in general, statistics 

imply that their workplace characterizes that of many women (web13), and it will therefore be 

interesting to interview these women with a focus on the narratives they produce. 

 

Participants 
Eight women were interviewed for this project. All were practicing leaders between the ages of 44 

and 68 working in a variety of leader positions as leaders of departments or smaller sections. Of the 

eight women interviewed, six were married, one had a live-in partner and one was divorced. All had 

children, some still living at home. Thus, the choices and possible conflicts around private family-

life and work-life could influence the identity work of women managers. (Supported by Buzzanell 

et al.’s (2005) study of managerial women and motherhood). 

                                                
4 Information provided by HR-department of NGO. Researcher has specific numbers and tables. 
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Even if a small selective sample makes generalization difficult, the research can produce a group of 

information-rich cases, characterized by Shkedi (2004) as an instrumental case study. Studying the 

particulars serve to illuminate larger issues (Shkedi 2004). The research thus works to deepen our 

(mine and the readers’) understanding of the depths and details of the women leader’s experiences 

and future expectations: the identity work undertaken. 

 

Procedures 
The eight women leaders were interviewed according to interview questions based on the research 

question. Interviews function as a qualitative method (Järvinen 2005, Järvinen & Mik-Meyer 2005, 

Shkedi 2004) that is in line with the feminist post modern and broader constructionist point of 

departure. In order for the women leaders to be allowed to form narratives, the interview loosely 

followed an interview guide5. Not steering, only guiding the conversation, the individual participant 

was allowed to choose what stories to tell, what expectations and values to present, and 

consequently which identity to express and negotiate. Thus, the interview situation is not a 

conversation between two equal partners; an asymmetric power relation defines the situation, as the 

researcher defines the situation and introduces topics for conversation (Kvale 2004). 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed6, inspired by the system Fairhurst (1993) adapted for 

her analysis of women leaders’ discourse and by the system Taylor (2003) used in her analysis of 

women’s narratives. The data were read through several times and analyzed according to narrative 

techniques: 

 

Analytic theory 
Narrative 
The interviews were analyzed eliciting the narratives told. This means looking at how the women 

leaders expressed, negotiated and constructed their identity drawing on available discourses to 

                                                
5 For interview questions see Appendix A 
6 The interviews were conducted in Danish. Extracts in this paper is translated. As translation always involves 
interpretation to some degree, focus has been attended to the meanings expressed.  
Int: Interviewer 
LAUGHTER Laughter 
Underlining Emphasis 
. A brief pause 
PAUSE Pause lengths 3 seconds or more 
xxx Indistinguishable talk 
[name] Square brackets: References removed in order to protect participant’s anonymity, researchers 

comments, or description of sounds – e.g. clearing of throat 
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structure “a chunk of the world in a particular way. Discourse frames and constitutes identity and 

subjectivity through specific communicative acts and thus expresses micro power.” (Alvesson 

2004, p. 331, my emphasises). 

Communicative acts being the narratives women leaders engage in, is considered to be a resource 

for structuring experience and making sense of self and others (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004). This 

comprehension implies the paradox of identity work understood always to be fluctuating and 

ongoing, but at the same time undertaken to create and maintain a relatively stable version of self, 

what Alvesson & Willmott (2002) terms the precarious sense of self. The point is that a relatively 

stable version of self is not prior given, but is produced in and through talk, lived experiences and 

practices. Narratives work to achieve structure/unity/a relatively stable version of self by including 

dealing the contradictions and possibilities of differing discourses - acknowledging that there is not 

an infinite play of subject positions to draw on, but expectations of flexibility, yet plausibility and 

consistency within them (Taylor 2003). Narratives are therefore to be considered the work 

accomplished to manage “identities, legitimate behavior, performing a required or desired self, and 

constructing the kind of narrative that contributes to a coherent sense of identity” (Carroll & Levy 

2010, p. 220, referring to Sveningsson & Larsson 2006).  This way, identities are constructed in the 

stories people tell about themselves (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004). 

 

Narratives and discourse 

Narrative discourse analysis take the point of view that language has constructive effects (which is 

in continuation of the perspective of social constructionism), that the researcher’s position and the 

organizational, as well as wider social contexts, are to be considered influencing, co-constructing 

elements (Søderberg 2006). Narrative discourse analysis is one of many analytic approaches to be 

taken in narrative studies (Taylor 2003). Though differences in analytic approaches, narrative 

studies share “the use of interview data, an understanding of talk and telling as practices which are 

personal and also social or cultural, and a focus on identity.” (Taylor 2003, p. 195) A discursive 

approach to the study of narrative will focus on the constitutive and performative effects of 

language (Abell et al. 2000). Here social life, positioning of self and others are not a neutral 

reflection of reality, rather social life, position of self and others are shaped and come into being in 

narrative practices (Abell et al. 2000, Taylor 2003) As Taylor (2003) sums up, this offers two ways 

of understanding narrative, “as a construction accomplished in talk and as a discursive resource.” 

(Taylor 2003, p. 196), my emphasis. 
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Narrative as a construction 

Understanding narrative as a construction draws the attention to the elements and characteristics 

constituting a narrative. Here Boje (1995, 2001, 2008) argues for an understanding of narrative and 

story as separate and of different constructions. According to Boje (2001, 2008) narrative has 

traditionally been viewed as above story, as it is considered a whole story, with linear sequence of a 

beginning, middle and end, structuring plot and coherence in a usually backward-looking 

(retrospective) gaze from present. Narrative is understood to be “sorting characters, dialog, themes, 

etc. into one plot, and changes little over time” (Boje 2008, p.7). Narrative thus aspire to 

abstraction and generality - one of modernity’s central forces of control and order (Boje 2008). 

But the postmodern conditions make order and coherence problematic. There is no whole story to 

tell, only fragments. This postmodern condition of fragmentation are reflected in the non-linear, 

fragmented expressions; stories. Story is viewed to be the simple telling of chronology, an account 

of incidents or events, without emplotment (Boje 2001, 2008). Story is considered to be “before” 

narrative; antenarrative - being the “fragmented, non-linear, incoherent, collective, unplotted, and 

improper storytelling.” (Boje 2001, p. 1). Boje (1995, 2001, 2008) proposes to take on approaches 

that allow for these fragmented, multi-voiced (polyphonic), non-linear and plot-missing stories to be 

heard, as what is interesting is how the interplay between story and narrative creates change. Boje 

(2008) extends this point by introducing a framework of eight differing approaches for making 

stories and antenarratives come into play (for an overview see Boje 2008 pp. 6-25). 

  

Narrative or story 

Other academics do not make the same distinction between story and narrative. Czarniawska (2001) 

states, that not all narratives are stories, and defines story as containing a plot, a “consisting of 

causally related episodes that culminate in a solution.” Czarniawska (2001) goes on to define 

stories as having clear chronological structures with beginning, middle and end, and operates in 

addition with the concepts of serials and themes, being narratives that do not live up to the 

expectations of stories. In Boje’s (2008) terms, serials and themes could be considered the 

fragmented, non-linear stories, being antenarratives. Gabriel (2000) defines stories as emotionally 

and symbolically charged narratives, and view story-work to be the “transformation of everyday 

experience into meaningful stories” (Gabriel 2000, p. 41). Stories and narratives are treated as 

correlates, and Gabriel (2000) describes how stories can be ascribed meaning by classification of 
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type of story – all types considered to have beginning, middle, and end structure and a recognizable 

plot. Further, Søderberg’s (2006) definition of narrative is in line with that of Boje (2001, 2008), as 

narratives are described to have a) a chronological dimension, b) be a retrospective interpretation, c) 

structuring the selected events and actors into a given plot, d) be part of identity construction and e) 

be co-authored by the narrator’s audience (Søderberg 2006). But Søderberg does not simultaneously 

imply the understanding of story. Thus ongoing negotiation and construction of meaning and 

identity take place through whole narratives of retrospectively formed interpretations. This leaves 

little room for what Boje (2001, 2008) describes as unfinished, changing, developing stories that 

emerge as people trace their storied lives while living, thus finding many different logics for 

plotting an ongoing event that is under continuous investigation and interpretation. 

The differentiation that Boje (2001, 2008) makes between narrative and story thus allows for the 

interplay between the two and the complexity this generates to be analyzed. This is of great 

importance, as organizations are understood to be composed of the fragmented, competing 

discourses that people placed in the context of these organizations tell (Boje 1995). In practice both 

the fragments of stories, unplotted, non-linear stories, and whole narratives should by analyzed and 

interpreted. For this present study both the fragments of stories, unplotted, non-linear stories, and 

whole narratives are thus of interest and will be analyzed as narrative constructions accomplished 

through talk and as narrative recourses. 

 

The fragmentation Perspective 

Letting the fragmented stories of multiple women leaders come to the fore - can be characterized as 

doing research from a Fragmentation Perspective (Martin 1992). Even though Martin’s (1992) work 

is specifically about how to define culture and organizations, the perspectives of Integration, 

Differentiation and Fragmentation is also about whose voices are heard. The perspectives are to be 

understood as lenses through which the researcher looks at culture in organizations. Thus, doing 

research from within the Fragmentation Perspective allow a focus on the ambiguity, complexity and 

multiplicity of voices, stories and narratives, and acknowledge that individuals are sporadically and 

loosely connected by their changing positions on a variety of issues. Their involvement, their 

subcultural identities and their individual self-definitions fluctuate, depending on which issues are 

activated at a given moment. 
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Sensemaking 
Narrative can also be understood as discursive resources. Drawing attention to how stories and 

narratives are used, with what purpose, and with what (hoped for) effects. Brown (2005) argues that 

narratives/stories are exercises of power designed to legitimize certain sensemaking attempts. 

Sensemaking is regarded as a form of narrativization that attempts to fix and legitimize meaning in 

specific ways. Discussed next is the sensemaking efforts of telling stories and narratives. 

Ainsworth & Hardy (2004), Boje (1995, 2001, 2008), Czarniawska (2001), Gabriel (2000) and 

Søderberg (2006) all, independent of definitions of story/narrative, understand sensemaking to be 

the purpose and outcome of constructing and telling stories/narratives. Sensemaking “involves 

turning circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and that serves as a 

springboard into action. … Sensemaking is central because it is the primary site where meanings 

materialize that inform and constrain identity and action.” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 409). According 

to Weick (1995) sensemaking consist of seven interrelated properties that each interacts with the 

other for sensemaking to occur. 

 

First, sensemaking is grounded in identity construction. Weick (1995) acknowledges that identity 

of the individual is constructed in interaction with others, and as such the definition of self shifts 

with the shifts of interactions. Sensemaking, hence identity, is ongoing, social and therefore 

communicative (Weick 1995, Weick et al. 2005). Portraying identity as a process of continual 

redefinition makes it interesting to study how women managers make sense of their situations, 

choices and expectations, knowing that “the establishment and maintenance of identity is a core 

preoccupation in sensemaking” (Weick 1995, p. 20). 

Second, sensemaking is retrospective. Actions are ascribed meaning after they are done (Weick 

1995, Weick et al. 2005) Retrospection is carried out to make the past seem clearer than present or 

future and to create feelings of order, clarity and rationality. Accordingly, it can be expected that the 

stories women managers tell to make sense of themselves and their (future) expectations are 

influenced by how they understand, interpret and express the present situation. 

Third, sensemaking is enactive of the environment. People enact the social world to cope with 

duration by engaging in labelling and categorization (Weick 1995, Weick et al. 2005). From this 

point the organizing of events begins. It can thus be expected that the women leaders studied in this 

paper, engage in noticing, bracketing and labelling in attempts to interpret and create new meaning 

for something which has already occurred during the organizing process. 
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Fourth, sensemaking is social and therefore communicative. Sensemaking does not take place in a 

vacuum (Mills & Weatherbee 2006), but involves others in shaping interpretations, whether these 

others are actual, imagined or implied (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004, Weick 1995). 

Fifth, sensemaking is ongoing. When a flow is interrupted by uncertainty, explicit efforts at 

sensemaking tend to occur. People are likely to react with positive or negative feelings, evoking 

past experiences of a feeling-based memory about how to solve the novel complexity. This drawing 

on past experiences, interpretations and feelings is what makes sensemaking ongoing. 

Sixth, sensemaking is focused on and extracted by cues. Weick (1995) operates with frames and 

cues, referring to vocabularies where frames describes abstract words that include and point to less 

abstract words – cues – that become sensible in the context created. Thus, sensemaking is about 

making presumptions, connecting the abstract with the concrete, and generating tangible outcomes 

(Weick et al. 2005). Following from this, it is to be expected that the women leaders studied will 

engage in storytelling as a means for making vocabularies of sequences and experience, out of 

which they become able to extract cues – making presumptions about their social context. In this 

way, they are expected to make ambiguous situations expectable, and hence manageable. 

Seventh, sensemaking is about plausibility. Weick (1995) lists eight reasons why sensemaking is 

driven by plausibility rather than accuracy – accuracy being nice, but not necessary. The main point 

is that sensemaking is about the continual creating of plausibility, coherence and reasonableness. It 

is about creating a good story that energizes and guides action (Weick 1995). Women leaders of this 

study are thus expected to extract cues about their situation and organize them into a story that 

makes their actions, choices and identity work seem plausible. 

 

Weick et al. (2005) organizes these seven properties of sensemaking into a sequence of ecological 

change-enactment-selection-retention, showing the reciprocal relationship between them, and 

pointing to how the results of retention feeds back to all three prior processes. Weick et al. (2005) 

argues that when a plausible story is retained, it tends to be ascribed further significance and 

substance. Understanding the sensemaking properties and the relationship between enactments, 

organizing and sensemaking this way constitute a heuristic for studying the sensemaking and 

identity work of women managers. 

 

The retrospective sensemaking theory, does not catch the point raised by Boje (2008) that people in 

everyday life narrate in ways that are out of control. Thus Boje (2008) argues for an extension of 
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the retrospective-sensemaking by introducing eight sensemaking types, acknowledging and 

including the antenarratives, terse and fragmented stories to be analyzed. Weick’s (1995) 

retrospective sensemaking theory is here to be considered one way of many to make sense of 

everyday life, as Boje (2008) seeks a more holographic and complex understanding of sensemaking 

in organizations. Understood this way, the stories women managers tell, and hence the 

sensemaking, expressions and constructions of identity will be constructions of the moment, told in 

a specific context to me as a researcher. Thus the stories are considered to be recreations, 

reinventions and reinterpretations, made by request of the research-questions, but still reporting and 

reflecting expressions and negotiations of identity, which can be analyzed using narrative and 

sensemaking theories. 

 

RESULTS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
The participants told several stories in response to interview questions; some small, some 

intertwined and some unfolding over several answers. The participants used several, both 

correlating and contradicting, sensemaking strategies to construct individual identities fitting their 

choices, lifestyle and interests. This chapter is organized around 9 overall sensemaking strategies 

that adhere to the stories women told during the interviews. By telling certain stories participants 

attempted to accomplish creating a social reality of order and rationality accountable to themselves 

and others (here the interviewer). Thus their stories and the sensemaking strategies they adhere to 

are organized around 1) around the employees they are leading, 2) themselves as leaders, and 3) 

around the organization and discourses of society at large. 

 

Sensemaking Strategies adhering to the Followers 
Two main sensemaking strategies evolve around the followers of the leader: Good leaders put 

employees’ needs first and Good leadership depends on the followers. Both sensemaking strategies 

are supported by other sensemaking strategies, making the main sensemaking strategies rich and 

complex, often legitimizing contradicting feelings, actions and choices. 

  

Sensemaking strategy 1: Good leaders put employees’ needs first 

Applying this sensemaking strategy the women leaders were able to tell stories about how they 

were guiding, helping, motivating and in other ways being the protector of employees, their needs 

and their work tasks. Especially this strategy allowed the women leaders to 1) prioritize work, 2) 
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introduce new tasks demanding employees to undertake more education and 3) say no to take on 

more tasks in department – even if employees would disagree with the prioritizing – all these 

choices could be and were rooted in that it would be the best for employees. Emma gives a good 

example of prioritizing the tasks, saying no to do a job that her employees would have liked to do: 

So we have LAUGHTER we have, we have simply said that that need, it is not part of 
our job. Now you can make it as you want. Here you are. And then there were some in 
my department that got really sad, because they have always been good at that area and 
that eh, they wanted, accordingly they would, we, we work being at [doing specific job 
in specific department] and we would really like to make our costumers happy, that is 
part of us, so they would really like to do it and be helpful, but if it is eh, one can loose 
one’s job because one is not available for [doing specific job], and there are so much 
trouble connected to it, then I have to take care of the department 
(I1, ll. 100-108) 

 

Further, supporting this sensemaking the women leaders also applied the sensemaking strategy 

‘good leaders care about employees’ private life’. Applying this sensemaking strategy legitimized 

the women leaders to engage in interactions with employees about their private life. This presented 

the women leaders as caring about their employees, not only as employees, but as human beings. 

The knowledge gained, it was explained, was taken into consideration when delegating work, if 

allowing employees to work from home or in other ways allowing extra flexibility and freedom if 

needed. Helena describes how it works: 

I’m a person that understands that things should be connected… then I think I have 
been really good at eh telling them that there’s room for that, but when they are here, 
they have to work, accordingly, they are free to take what it needs to make that at home 
function, because that is needed when one meet with a special situation or crisis, but 
when there are here, then they should work, and if they can’t work, then we need to talk 
about it 
(I4, ll. 108-112) 

 

Women leaders thus accomplished to present themselves as understanding, caring, interested in the 

persons behind the work, which differentiates them from the common image of a leader only 

interested in strict business, being controlling and steering employees at his/her discretion. 

Furthermore, this sensemaking strategy could also function to protect the women leaders. As 

leaders and employees come to know about each other and act like friends sharing knowledge of 

private life, the women leaders might not seem as controlling, steering and manipulating, and at the 

same time it is made harder for employees to say no too. 
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‘Good leaders make the best of the employees they have got’ is a sensemaking strategy applied by 

many of the women leaders. Instead of firing employees - which as Laura directly points out might 

not be that easy: “it is extremely difficult to get rid of an employee too” (I2, ll. 501-502) - the good 

leaders put the employees’ needs first by giving them work tasks they have the skills to do, 

understand, or find interesting. Emma explains it this way: 

 And as I said, earlier, I didn’t choose them, and even if some of them probably 
wouldn’t have made it through their first three months, they are there now, and they 
have become good at what they do, and it is my most distinguished task to play the 
game of chess with the pieces I have, and make the best possible of it 
(I2, ll. 748-751) 

 

Applying this strategy legitimizes how work tasks are distributed, but also protects the women 

leaders; if anything goes wrong, they could always refer to not actually having hired the specific 

employee themselves. 

Also, even if not mentioned directly, this sensemaking strategy protects the women leaders from 

actually having to fire employees, whereby they would most likely come to look insensitive, cruel 

and bad. Not directing this, but instead twisting it to be a description of the leaders’ kindness, the 

women leaders accomplish to look as if the needs of employees are put first. 

 

All participants provided accounts following the sensemaking strategy that ‘good leaders care 

about social work life’. Almost all participants mentioned the importance of saying hello to 

employees in the morning, as Laura puts it: “I roar, actually, good morning all the way around 

LAUGHTER” (I2, ll. 523-524), others mentioned talking with employees while getting coffee in 

kitchens, some made sure that everyone in their department went to the canteen eating at the same 

time, many of them mentioned that their ‘door was always open’ – both physically and in a 

figurative sense, and one even made sure, that restoration of rooms resulted in more visibility and 

meeting facilities in the hallway. All of these things were done in order to accomplish a feeling of 

community. As Ida explains it, after actually mentioning almost all of the above things as 

important, feelings of community make it easier to work together: 

Eh, and we have the market, where one can hold informal meetings, we have there, 
where we often drink coffee in the morning or something eh so it is, and when my door 
is open, what it normally is, I can look in to, team located over there. That, that we have 
that sense of what are we doing, and have that feeling of community, and that provides, 
that really creates good cooperation 
(I6, ll. 286-289) 
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Thus, caring about social life, and hence the work environment of employees – putting their needs 

first, applying this strategy allows the women leaders to spend time and money on generating a 

good tone at work/good social work life. Also this sensemaking strategy protects the women leaders 

against possibly seeming too high above employees in position. And, despite none of the 

participants mention this element themselves, taking part in conversations, knowing employees 

personally and being able to look at them during the day might be exercising deliberate or innate 

control. 

 

Despite ‘good leaders put employees’ needs first’ there seem to be one sensemaking strategy 

excusing or overruling this: ‘leadership is very time-consuming’. As Emma admits: 

Eh, I do not use time on what’s most important. Unfortunately 
Int: No? 
I attend too many meetings LAUGHTER 
Int: LAUGHTER 

 I attend too many meetings, which eats my time. Sometimes I take, put in my calendar 
that I take some days off and only if I really need to stay home, I stay home, otherwise 
I come to work, and then I have work without meetings, where I’m with the 
department. And I can easily attend five meetings on one day, which are about 
everything but the department, by and large, but it is important that I’m part of it 

 (I1, ll. 151-159) 
 

Referring to processes and meetings they have to attend or it is important that they contribute to, it 

becomes legitimate for the women leaders to set aside the needs of employees for a little while. 

Although spending time in meetings and preparing for them also protects the women leaders for not 

always being able to follow every employee’s work to the details and thus not be able to provide 

specific guidance in every case, the participants sounded sincerely sad not being able to put 

employees’ needs first. As attending meetings is part of leaders’ job, it can be difficult to 

understand why the women leaders made such an effort giving the impression, that they felt a sting 

of bad conscience over it. One explanation could be that their employees actually do the job the 

women leaders used to do fulltime - before being leaders – and that the women leaders miss this job 

and find it very important. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 2: Good leadership depends on the followers 

The women leaders also made sense of their leader responsibility by referring to employees as 

followers. Mentioned by almost all participants, a leader has to be recognized by employees as a 
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leader in order to be a leader. This seemed very important. Within the first few minutes of the 

interview Emma pointed to this ‘detail’ as she calls it about leadership: 

One cannot be a leader if people don’t let you be leader. So it’s, it’s very important that 
those you are leading respects that you are leader, and eh sort of back up around that. 
Because if you have to fight too much internally about who’s in charge or you have 
your crew against you 

 Int: Yes 
Then it is really uphill 
(I1, ll. 26-31) 

 

This topic was returned to several times through out the interviews and by retelling, the stories 

became broadened and developed, showing the topic’s impact in varying contexts. Good leadership 

comes to depend on the followers, which seems convenient for leaders, as it provide them 

protection being able to transfer responsibility to followers if anything goes wrong. Instead of being 

a bad leader, employees become guilty in being bad followers. 

 

Supporting this sensemaking the women leaders also drew attention to the fact, that they were 

leading expert employees. Leading experts or professionals were by some participants named prima 

donna leading, and all but one participant expressed their engagement in this topic. As some made 

clear, experts did not always want to be led – which according to the above sensemaking strategy 

made the expert employees bad followers. Overcoming this dilemma, the women leaders applied 

the sensemaking strategy that ‘good leaders expect (expert) employees to be responsible and take 

action themselves’. This way agency and responsibility is deferred to employees, who know what to 

and how to do it. Emma gives an example of how this works in practice: 

 I had a funny episode, eh, 14 days ago LAUGHTER when someone from my 
department and someone from another department came in having a problem and 
didn’t know exactly what to do and then I make this I ask about how it can be solved 
and the guy from my department says: ”I told you so”, because they know 
LAUGHTER 

 Int: LAUGHTER 
 He just knew  
 Int: That it would be the question? 
 That I would, would ask back about: ”how can we solve this, do you have any ideas 

about how we can solve this matter?” And then, he, they knew that they should think 
further before coming in asking 

 Int: Yes 
 Because, eh, as I already said, they are the experts 
 (I1, ll. 458-469) 
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Further, this sensemaking strategy defends trusting employees with responsibility, not taking full 

control as leader, and legitimizes non-interference. Again, this functions as protection from failure 

for the women leaders. Furthermore, by referring to how ‘good leaders create the right environment 

for employees to take responsibility themselves’ the women leaders can list all the initiatives 

undertaken to improve the work environment, i.e. education of employees, and how employees’ 

needs are put first, which protect the women leaders making them good leaders even if employees 

do not take responsibility, take action, and think for themselves. As employees are presumably 

provided the best work environment and the best work-frames it becomes legal to expect expert 

employees to find out themselves what is good work and how is it done. 

 

Leading experts seemed such an important topic, that the women leaders spend a lot of time 

expressing reasons why experts need a leader, simultaneously legitimizing them being leaders. 

Probably this topic was of key interest as all of the women leaders themselves once were the 

experts. They knew from before their leader career how experts think and feel about leadership, not 

recognizing it as necessary. Ida explains how this was a topic of a leadership course she once 

attended: 

 I learned that, was what it was about, you also need employees that make leadership 
possible. Accordingly, it is a discussion that you are probably familiar with from your 
education, that about leading knowledge workers, it is a big challenge because there are 
in fact some employees that deep down don’t think they need a leader because they can 
do it them selves eh, but they do already, but they, but, but it’s already, what kind of 
leader is it you should be in relation to the different kinds of employees, what is it one 
needs, eh, and it can be a challenge being leader for some that in fact don’t think they 
need a leader, right? 
(I6, ll. 524-531) 
 

Now being leaders, spending time on other things than their professions, they felt incapable of 

doing as good a professional job as before, thus loosing the power of knowledge that made them 

respected as experts and among experts. Helena points out: 

 Accordingly the work I like, but that is far away when one is leader… eh and that, that 
I have for a period been like I was thinking: ”Oh God, I’m getting more and more 
stupid, accordingly step by step I’m completely off working, now I just sit in here 
steering someone else who are doing all the funny things.” Until actually a couple of 
years ago I began to understand that leadership is a, is a profession in it self, it is a 
profession that one can be really good at and that one cane read about, many, many, 
accordingly, one can read extremely many books about leadership, you know that, 
right? 

 (I4, ll. 277-284) 
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But recognizing leadership as a profession and as necessary, the women leaders legitimize spending 

time in meetings, preparing for them, reading emails, writing things, everything that contributes to 

making an overview, thus making the leader indispensable and allowed some amount of control. As 

Anna states: 

I do some considering about, can I stay in this leadership position, will there be a time 
where someone is needed, someone who is younger and bring something new, 
accordingly, so, that’s why the processes are so important, because I don’t need to be 
the one doing it all, if I can have someone young bring new knowledge and start 
something good, then it is, then I can, one can be an older leader 
(I5, ll. 430-435) 
 

The sensemaking strategy they adhered to thus seemed to be: ‘good leadership is about having a 

good grasp of things, not doing everything your self’. 

 

Besides making sense of leadership in relation to the employees as followers, the participants also 

told stories about leadership as being connected to them as persons. These understandings 

sometimes contradict and conflict with the above described sensemaking strategies, defining 

leadership to be made up of conflicting elements. 

 

Sensemaking Strategies adhering to the Leaders Themselves - Good 

Leadership Relates to how you are as Person 
Within this category several sensemaking strategies were used by the women leaders to accomplish 

creating identities of qualified, competent leaders. They told stories about the leadership position as 

providing lots of joy and much valued challenges, but also admitted the position to include times of 

struggle and hard work. Interestingly there always seem to be positive initiatives and actions 

ascribing credit to the individual woman and at the same time protection against failure in the same 

initiatives and actions taken. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 3: Leadership is something leaders are born with/have inside them 

All the women leaders provided stories about how they became leaders. One sensemaking strategy 

used is ‘leadership is something leaders are born with/have inside them’. One participant, Laura, 

put it this way: 

Oh yes [sighing], accordingly PAUSE it might sound trite but I think either one has it 
inside one self or one hasn’t. And when I since the beginning of time in eh PAUSE 
when did I start there? … Eh it must have been PAUSE in the beginning of the nineties 
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I started in [organization] eh in [town] in their eh, eh [specific] office where I started as 
ordinary employee eh [specific type of] employee and then three months passed and I 
was asked if I wanted more responsibility…  
(I2, ll. 119-124) 

 

Even though Laura was actually asked to take on more responsibility, and most likely was not given 

budgetary and personnel responsibility at this point of her career, she ascribes the advance to be in 

correlation to her natural identity as leader. This is backed up by the fact that only tree months past, 

before her leader identity was recognized. As Laura describes it, it seems inevitable that someone in 

charge wouldn’t also recognise this identity. This strategy first of all legitimizes that Laura is found 

in a leadership position, as being leader is part of her identity, an identity that presumably exceeds 

the workplace identity. Second it legitimizes how she is leader, what style she chooses and what 

decisions she makes, as all this is linked to her natural identity being leader. At the same time this 

strategy protects Laura’s leader identity. Leadership being something a leader is born with or 

simply has means it cannot be taken from her, even if something goes wrong or if Laura looses her 

job as leader. Things outside her could go wrong, but using this strategy the problem will never be 

the leader as person, Laura herself, and if engaged in things that go wrong, she will still be able to 

consider herself a leader. 

This sensemaking strategy implies the idea of a “real leading self”, which is in contrast to how 

identity is perceived by postmodernists and by social constructionists; being fluent and multifaceted 

(see earlier chapter on identity). Simultaneously talking about a “real” self, distance is made to 

leaders thought only to be performing leadership, thus pervading the term performance with a sense 

of prevarication. This use of the term is in stark contrast to how feminists, with Butler’s work in 

front, use and understand the term performance (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003). 

A slightly different strategy supporting the sensemaking strategy that leadership is something 

leaders are born with/have inside them, portray ‘leadership to be about influence, not position’. 

Women leaders use this strategy to create identities displaying enthusiasm about the work 

assignments rather that enthusiasm about their positions. This is done by describing influence and 

taking responsibility as something natural and something that comes with the joy for work. Linda 

puts it this way: 

But I think that I am I am the kind of type that likes having responsibility and taking 
responsibility and what follows from it… I think I have it in me PAUSE it has been 
natural for me all my life. It is not something I have thought about like ha eh I should 
also be considered, that, I haven’t thought of that, I have just, it just became like that 
(I8, ll. 266-269) 
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Influencing and being responsible are ascribed positive value, while position for positions sake is of 

negative value, related to being a power-seeker and being pay-oriented. By pointing to work 

assignments as natural, the sensemaking strategy that leadership is something leaders are born 

with/have is twisted just a little in order to accomplish ascribing leadership positive value without 

seeming power-seeking. As with the strategy of leadership being something leaders are born with, 

the supporting strategy; leadership is not about title or position, but about influence, protects leaders 

from feelings of failures. Even if title and position is taken from them, they will still be persons that 

naturally like to take on responsibility and want to influence decisions. 

This is described very clearly by Ida, who actually lost her leadership position for a couple of years: 

Yes after 10 years as leader of [specific department] there eh, I had in fact a couple of 
years being part of a kind of [a project [gives information of this]] where in fact I had 
no leadership function, I did not have personnel leadership function but I was 
something then called chief [specific title] and, and in many ways was, was some of 
what I did the same but I did not have a leadership function eh so in connection with 
that we made an organizational change [in specific year/time] I returned and got, got 
leadership responsibility. So for me it is accordingly I haven’t got anything special with 
that, the title leader, that I don’t care about but so it is more about where one can get 
the most LAUGHTER influence on what one is enthusiastic about, that is important for 
me 
(I6, ll. 85-94) 

 

Using the sensemaking strategies that leadership is something leaders are born with/have and 

especially the strategy that leadership is not about title or position, but about influence Ida 

constructs an identity of a still very important person, who legitimately feels proud of her job, 

without being a power-seeker. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 4: Leadership is something persons can be picked for 

Not all the women leaders described leadership to be something they were born with/have. In fact 

half of them applied just the opposite sensemaking strategy in their stories about how they became 

leaders. In stead of describing leadership as a natural element of their identity these women made a 

point out of how they were made leaders by being chosen or picked for the job by someone else. 

Thus their sensemaking strategy seemed to be that ‘leadership is something persons can be picked 

for’. Applying this strategy they were able to accomplish several things. First, presenting this 

strategy all made it very clear, that they were professionals by education – and by heart. They 

returned to this topic through out the interviews and were highly attentive about pointing out the 
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difference being professional and being leader. A difference also recognized by women not using 

the ‘leadership is something persons can be picked for’-strategy. All seemed to say, that they 

somehow lost a bit of the work they loved doing, felt secure doing and identified with, by becoming 

leaders. Anna explains the transition from professional to leader this way: 

So after all it makes a difference already compared to that one is in a process, a travel, 
to say well, can I do this at all eh, is it something for me, and for a while I too had it 
like, no, after all I was a little nervous and sad loosing my professionalism too much 
(I5, ll. 38-40) 

 

By pointing out, that they were asked by someone else to become leaders they can maintain and 

thus protect their professional identities and at the same time legitimately posses a leadership 

position. 

Second, by deferring agency (being asked, picked, and chosen) to someone else, the sensemaking 

strategy also comes to function as a protection from failure. The risk is put on someone else. If 

anything goes wrong they can draw on being professionals unknowing of all the differing 

leadership tasks and methods, and/or they can blame those making them leaders.  

By constantly referring to their origin in professional identities these women came to appear as if a 

great risk is taken. Contributing to this is also the presenting of them selves as somewhat insecure 

of the leadership position (although some of them have been leaders for several years). Thus, third, 

the strategy seems to constantly remind themselves and others that what could normally be expected 

of leaders cannot be expected of them – thereby meeting trouble half-way. This way non-traditional 

leadership styles are also legitimized, providing the women leaders a wide freedom in their 

leadership style. Anna makes this clear by referring to the risks undertaken by both her leader and 

her self: 

So I think it has been like, there has been the right amount of challenges I have been set 
I have probably had, then, had some good leaders that have been able to see maybe 
where I could point at, and then supported that, try something out, but what if the 
woman cannot lead other people, well then we will have to figure that out, and there, at 
the same time it is too, that will mean, too, a risk that one undertakes, say, I don’t know 
if I can do it, but I would like to try, right? 
(I5, ll. 361-366) 

 

Interestingly this strategy also makes clear that women are actually willing to and able to lead if 

only being asked. Being asked legitimizes them to feel among the chosen ones, thus being special 

and appreciated by others. Sarah even states that she expected to be chosen, but that she was not at 

first. In stead of applying for the job, she waited and carried on for years doing a leaders’ job. This 
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indicates how much the appreciation and acknowledgement of others means to women leaders 

feelings of self-worth: 

When he retired then eh I was ready of cause to LAUGHTER take over the position 
Int: LAUGHTER 
But they actually chose not to, to eh to, no job advertisement for department leader was 
put up 
Int: Oh? 
So I was just allowed to work as up till now as I had was with the group reduced with 
all of his group members, right, so eh, and then after a couple of years, or three years, 
where I had proved that I could attract sufficient [specific] means for running a group, 
at the size of 10, even though we did not get much money from basis, then I was 
appointed leader of department, so I haven’t applied for the job, I haven’t even asked 
for it 
(I3, ll. 249-260) 

 

The sensemaking strategy; leadership is something persons can be picked for, is supported by 

another similar sensemaking strategy; ‘leadership is just a broadening of the professional field’. 

Describing the work as a professional as just broadened a little, now also including some 

administrative work tasks, both professional identities and leader identities are legitimized. Thus, 

even though educated to be professional, being and feeling like a leader is allowed. Plus, this again 

justifies alternative, non-traditional leadership styles. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 5: Good leaders are aware they can always be better leaders 

This sensemaking strategy functions as an overall sensemaking strategy for four supporting 

strategies. Dependent on choice of supporting sensemaking strategy the women leaders accomplish 

such different things as to make it both legitimate to strive for advance, legitimate not to be the one 

solving problems, and paradoxically also legitimate not to strive for advance. 

 

The sensemaking strategy ‘good leaders continually improve their skills’ help the women leaders 

accomplish several things. First, this sensemaking strategy legitimate that leaders cannot be 

expected to be and feel good at everything. This provides them an overall protection against 

critique. Second, they can legitimize and find protection in doing something about what they are not 

that good at. Through this strategy the women leaders attempted to create a certain picture; good 

leaders continually improve their skills. Drawing this image of a good leader allowed them to tell 

about their education(s), the courses they have been attending and actually are attending, the books 

they were reading and the academically discussions they found interesting, without seeming to self-
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important, self-satisfied and self-assertive. The picture they draw also allow them to state, that they 

are still learning and/or already working on something they know they are not good at, thus 

preventing critique for not always being enough as leaders. Third, in telling about constantly 

improving their skills, some women leaders also indicated that they were ready to move on, take on 

a higher, more demanding position – which they kept educating for in order to be found competent. 

As Emma puts it: 

 Well I think eh… I keep trying to get myself trained. I am taking two educations right 
now, both [specific education] and [specific] course 

 Int: Yes, so you said 
And that, I do that too to secure a position from which I can make a bit when [name on 
her boss] he retire, then I can present myself as an opportunity, if eh I still feel like 
becoming leader of [department] at that point in time at [NGO]. Then I can present 
myself as an opportunity and they can choose me, and they can, and it shouldn’t be like 
I will be offended if I’m not chosen 

 Int: Yes 
But it is always nice to put one self in a position from which you have the opportunity 
to take part in the game 
(I1, ll. 482-491) 

 

Especially the topic that leaders are not always good enough seemed to be of importance, as all 

women leaders interviewed told stories of situations or periods in time were they did not manage to 

do their job as good as they would have liked to. To present their burdens in a way that seemed 

serious but not that problematic that one would actually start doubting their skills and competences 

as leaders, some of the women leaders applied the sensemaking strategy that ‘leadership is no bed 

of roses’. This metaphor was used by some of the women leaders to legitimize feeling burdened, 

stressful, and in a position that made it necessary to take hard and difficult decisions, even though 

their position is commonly thought of as attractive. Especially the women leaders gave detailed 

descriptions of how hard it was for them to solve conflicts among employees. One way of handling 

conflicts was to draw on other identities – described as personal/private identities. According to 

Watson (2008) leaders are likely to create and deploy multiple, possible diverging, identities as a 

way to respond to complex expectations. Drawing on other identities allows the women leaders to 

bring in plausible explanations they are otherwise not able to bring in, or make use of explanations 

understood not to be legitimate in their leader identities. This way, as Helena brings in that she is 

good at solving problems at home but not at work, she attempts to transfer competences from her 

personal/private identity to her leader identity, well aware that it presents her as a competent person 

in general and functions as an excuse for not being a better leader: 
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 Yes, so, yes, at that I’m really bad, conflicts among colleagues I’m apparently really 
bad at…  And I’m not at all bad at it at home, accordingly, with the children and the 
like, accordingly I haven’t got any problems talking about thing, but there I might be 
more involved with them my self, then it is easier to contribute, that’s really difficult 
when two other grown ups, they are grown ups already, it is not children 

 (I4, ll. 196-200) 
  

Similarly Anna draws on this strategy, but with the reverse order; what she is not good at in private, 

she should not be expected to be good at as leader: 

Eh, but, but I wish I had been a little faster to do something about something, but, 
accordingly, it is not like that, I know that, it is not my strongest part, so, so it, 
sometimes I might be like, I just think oh, but I can, accordingly, and sometimes things 
solve themselves, when people like finds out that, yes but we have to try too like try to 
take responsibility our selves regarding some situation or another, dependent of what it 
is about, especially, that is true, if it is a task it is easier than if it is something personal, 
right? 
(I5, ll. 208-214) 

 

Generally, taking decisions directly involving employees’ personal feelings (i.e. dismissing 

employees) were described as being difficult and frustrating. Consequently the women leaders 

presented identities as being kind and caring; decisions that make other people sad were presented 

as almost impossible to take. This image is in stark contrast to the traditional (imagined?) image of 

a leader sitting on his (not hers) pedestal devoid of feelings for others, just interested in those 

decisions directly linked to making money and promoting business. The women leaders this way 

not only create differing caring and feeling leader identities, but also accomplish to include care 

about employees’ feelings and social work life in what is important for business and how to be a 

good (different) leader. As Laura describes it: 

[sighing] PAUSE well it is no bed of roses being leader. So much more comes with it. 
All the sad7 decisions all the kind of sad work that that has to be done. Thing where you 
sometimes feel, no, do one have to, accordingly, staff things, even though it, it, it takes 
up less time it is still staff affairs and so on, that that terribly pull out teeth 
(I2, ll. 456-460) 
 

Claiming that leadership is no bed of roses thus legitimate frustration and drawing on other 

identities to look even more competent. Simultaneously being leader and/or leadership is not made 

that complicated, that it seems too big a problem for these women leaders to continue being leaders. 

                                                
7 The direct translation of the word used in Danish would be “boring”. But it did not seem and sound like Laura meant 
her work to be boring. On the contrary. I therefore take the word to mean sad | depressing as this is also the meaning of 
the Danish word – even though mostly, to my knowledge, used by people older than Laura. 
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Further, adding to the complexity is the dilemma of applying different sensemaking strategies. 

Helping employees to solve conflicts can be very difficult, if employees are expected to think, act 

and work independently, taking responsibility themselves (sensemaking strategy 2) and good 

leadership at the same time is thought of as putting employees’ needs first (sensemaking strategy 1). 

This dilemma is partly overcome by applying the sensemaking strategy described below: 

 

By applying the sensemaking strategy; ‘good leaders express awareness they can always be better 

leaders’ the women leaders accomplish looking humble and realistic. This relate to the Danish 

phenomenon Law of Jante8 (who du you think you are-attitude). According to this phenomenon 

individual persons should not think they are better than the collective “us”. Hence, individual 

achievers will be punished with suspicion and hostility, if they cross the unwritten9 Law of Jante, 

which places all emphasis on the collective. By explicitly expressing they can always be better the 

women leaders present themselves as “not better than anyone else” even if they are found in job 

positions commonly thought only to be possessed by the best people. This also legitimize that they 

are working on being better, which seems to be okay, as long as they are not claiming to be 

remarkably good or better than anyone else. At the same time this sensemaking strategy allow them 

to avoid commenting (if) they are actually very good leaders already. Not sticking one’s neck out 

seems to be a valued strategy, as this allow the women leaders to create balanced identities 

portraying them as good, but not too good, realistic about their own skills, and humble enough to 

acknowledge that they can become better. This way they do not stand out as achievers, neither hide 

in the collective. 

Second, this sensemaking strategy legitimizes the women leaders to feel unsure of them selves and 

self-limited, concerning areas outside their expertise or areas they are not good at. Furthermore, that 

again legitimates not striving for advance, as this apparently will be exceeding what realistically 

could be considered a good idea. Helena made sense of her choice this way: 

                                                
8 Law of Jante was invented by the Danish-Norwegian author Aksel Sandemose in his book “En flygtning krydser sit 
spor” (1933). The book describes the author’s childhood in a small Danish town – given a fictive name: Jante. 
Sandemose portrays how the inhabitants of Jante all fight each other to keep each other down. Law of Jante contains 10 
commandments – all stating “don’t think you are anyone special or that you are better than us”. The 11. commandment, 
also a threat and a punishment “don’t think there’s anything we don’t know about you” keeps down anyone showing 
inclination to raise among the others. Inhabitants of “Jante” and other Danish towns stated after reading the book that 
the Law of Jante is a sad reality and spot-on description of town-societies. (Lademans Leksikon 2003, Janteloven)  
9 Unwritten here refers to Law of Jante as a real phenomenon existing in the mind of all people in society at large, but 
that no one would write it down as a specific rule. On the contrary, “new” positive versions of Law of Jante are 
invented as an attempt to overcome the suppressing phenomenon.  
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 Well, I don’t think top-leader in the way of being at the top, accordingly that, to get 
[name of administrative top-leader]’s job, that I don’t have the qualifications for in 
such a big business, but I could have [name of administrative top-leader’s] job in a 
small business. Accordingly, we have already [a smaller NGO], there is [another NGO] 
where, where, there are, I don’t know 20 employees or so and an administrative 
director and a chairman accordingly, that job, that I could definitely do, it, it’s easier 
than mine. But I don’t think about it, well, I don’t think that it is eh very attractive, 
well… eh, eh, eh PAUSE Maybe it is not that attractive because for a type like me, 
accordingly, I’m like a little, eh, I think a real top-leader is thinking innovatively, and 
then they need persons like me to help them do it. I’m really good at catching things 
and like putting them into practice, make it become something. So maybe it isn’t that 
attractive because I don’t either have the profile for being top-leader, like I think a top-
leader should be 

 (I4, ll. 369-379) 
 

Third, explicitly expressing awareness that they can always be better leaders the women leaders 

came to seem realistic and suitable humble, but also, paradoxically, this functions to circumvent the 

Law of Jante. By explicitly expressing humbleness the women leaders accomplish more or less 

implicitly to draw attention to the Law of Jante, which, if being politically correct, should be 

defeated. By that strategic move the women leaders become allowed to cross or exceed the Law’s 

reach. Consequently this legitimizes mentioning their own worth and value. Anna expressed it this 

way: 

 I took, some years ago, a course where I got a 12 where I thought that, hmm, that I 
could have done better, right, accordingly, if 

 Int: LAUGHTER 
 Accordingly couldn’t I have done that better or, no, was that really, it sounds a little 

like trite maybe, but was that all it took to get 12? Right, accordingly, it is not that, I 
probably did fine and apparently, in relation to, but I thought my self that it would take 
more to get a 12, definitely, so I got really like, wow   

 Int: Nice 
 Yes, right, if, but, but it shows very well how one think about one self, right? 

(I5, ll. 598-607) 
 

From Anna’s story it becomes clear, that explicitly expressing awareness that you can always be 

better also functions as a protection against failure; if not expecting much, disappointments will not 

be huge. 

Fourth, in expressing awareness that good leaders can always be better leaders, the women leaders 

also distance them selves from the strategy commonly thought to be deployed by men. The story 

goes that men, applying for a job or in other situations make up their minds about their skills and 

competences, would acknowledge (though only to themselves) that they only posses tree of ten 
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sought-after skills. Despite this, they are convinced they can learn the seven remaining skills, and 

applies for the job. Women on the other hand, possessing seven of ten sought-after skills, would not 

dare to apply for the job. Anna confirms this being humble and realistic-attitude: 

 Even if I had a [specific exam regarding specific education] and actually thought, wow, 
this is, I can do this, why don’t anyone think of this-ish, because then I wasn’t that that 
courageous that I dared walking in, knocking on the door and say couldn’t I maybe 
solve this, there… so I wasn’t allowed, so they hired one with [another education] or 
something, in stead of saying, but I have learned something, have some tools, for 
[doing specific task], let it, let me at least try to play a little, right, and in came, 
apropos, came a newly educated, nice guy, [education], and then I had to teach him 
how things were done, right? 

 Int: Yes 
 Well, that wasn’t his fault 
 Int: No, no 
 So I tried being nice to him, but eh, I sometimes felt like, that, why is it that I should 

teach him how we do things, right? 
(I5, ll. 765-778) 

 

Women leaders this way come to stand out as the truly skilful and competent, though humble, and 

the term realistic thus become imbued with positive value. At the same time the common story 

portraying men as willing to learn new things, forthright and optimistic, otherwise positive elements 

are turned around and given new meaning, emphasizing the competences of women. 

 

Some of the women leaders referred to sometimes being too energetic about their work. This would 

show in bad temper, intimidating others. By stating the reason for bad temper in being really 

energetic about work, it does not seem as bad. Thus they applied the idea that ‘good leaders 

balance the energy they put in work, but there are ‘legal’ exceptions from the rule’. As Laura puts 

it, it is actually legitimate to loose one’s temper if: 

 because I’m so enthusiastic about my job eh… I can talk about [NGO] for hours 
 Int: LAUGHTER 
 LAUGHTER with out problems, so it is, accordingly there are both advantages and 

disadvantages being so enthusiastic about a case. The good part is of cause that you 
come through and that you most often get, get people involved in it. The other part is 
then, too, that you can be so deeply disappointed if you work with some with people 
not being as enthusiastic as you 

 Int: Uhm-um 
Or do not prioritize the same things as, as I prioritize eh, eh when I have made such an 
effort explaining to them what it mean for us, and it is not being recognized anyway, 
then I can get really mad and then it is not always I’m that constructive eh, because 
then, and there my temper comes in too, right? And there feelings can, there, there one 
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should, there I should be very attentive on my feelings in that that they don’t run away 
with me 
(I2, ll. 305-317) 

 

Legitimizing that balancing energy put in work can be hard leaders are also legitimized not to be 

super-persons. They do not have to or can not be expected to always go in front. 

Further, the women leaders refer to spending much more time on work than actually expected by 

the job description, bringing work home to work longer hours, taking days of to catch up with work, 

checking e-mails, preparing for meetings in their spare time. All this is commonly thought of to be 

stress-full, and the women leaders themselves express concern for their employees doing the same. 

Some even refer to discussions in their departments about whether this was to be considered the 

norm for employees too. But, as ‘legal’ excuse for working overtime, thus downplaying their 

inability to balance the energy they put in work, they express eagerness, joy and happiness about 

their job and job position. Thus, working overtime is made legitimate and the women leaders form 

complex identities, aware they can become better leaders, but at least not victims for any pressure, 

other than their own eagerness about work. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 6: Good leaders arrange their career to fit family needs 

Interestingly none of the participants mentioned family or family needs as important when being 

asked directly what was most important in their every day life. This could just be an expression for 

the question being regarded in the context of the former topic. But it could also be that family and 

family needs did not oppose the daily work-life of the women leaders. This argument finds support 

in that during the interviews all participants but one incorporated thoughts about their family and 

family needs as important elements concerning choices they made about their careers, and all 

applied the sensemaking strategy that ‘good leaders arrange their career to fit family needs’. 

However, the consequences of this sensemaking strategy resulted in very different choices and 

arrangements. 

For some ‘good leaders arrange their career to fit family needs’ meant that a leader career could 

only be legitimate after children grew older. By referring to how caring about small children takes 

up a lot of time, and because leadership does too, Sarah argued for waiting to become leader till 

after children grew older. 

 When the children was small, then family-life was the most important for me, I’ve too 
only become leader after my children have, yes almost grown ups, and I, so that it was 
compatible with a reasonable family life. Because that one have to realize that that that 
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when one is leader then one is also available eh, a lot right, accordingly, if something 
happens you have to be able to step in and the like, and that I think must be very, very 
difficult while one have eh small children.  Eh, eh, so, so I have actually been glad that 
I could be, what should one call it, the specialist for for a lot, a lot of years, and that I 
actually first after that have got, now I call it leader, when I got the responsibility for a 
larger group in [year] was it, right, where, at that time my children were grown ups 

 (I3, ll. 321-329)  
 

On the surface, this arrangement includes the better of two worlds – having a family; being a 

mother, and having a career. But, even if both goods this way becomes legitimate and practical 

doable, Sarah between the lines argues that being a good mother10; one present for her children, 

often expected to subvert her own needs to those of her family, and prioritizing family before work, 

is not coinciding with being a leader. In practice Sarah re-frames choosing either or to: arrange 

leadership that it fits family needs. Hence, as children grow older, and out of the need of her, it is 

justifiable to take the time for being a leader. 

 

Another way the implementation of the sensemaking strategy ‘good leaders arrange their career to 

fit family needs’ manifests is in the choice of not striving for advance. Women leaders making 

sense of their choices this way legitimates that ‘family persons’ can be leaders too – if they stay at 

the current level of leadership position, where assumable balance is reached between family needs 

and leadership career. Laura argues: 

I have no ambition to to be in [name of her boss’s] chair eh accordingly as [department] 
leader or as director or anything else, because I simply value my private life so much 
eh… that I’m not willing to spend more time on it, as I estimate it often takes in that 
kind of jobs.  Eh, so I like, I like eh eh… that I have opportunities in both directions, 
that I have a good and exciting job here on, on which I spend the eh 45 hours a week, or 
what it takes, some periods more, some periods less eh… and, and then I can then too 
go home and be mother, I can go home and be girlfriend, I can go home and be friend, 
daughter, sister, everything I want to be eh and eh, and eh that is a prioritizing as hard a 
nails I’ve made myself, that eh, it is not my mission to raise to a higher position 
(I2, ll. 420-430) 

 

Again a distinction is made between being a ‘family person’ and a ‘work person’/leader, even 

though the two areas are combined. Consequently the traditional either family or work-dilemma is 

still relevant even if hiding under a new version: either family or a top position at work. Although 

so much better, a choice still have to be made, and as Laura tells the story, it is legitimized to make 

                                                
10 Buzzanell et al. (2005) summarizes the image of a ‘good mother’, but also provided evidence that this image was 
contested and re-imagined by their participants to mean a ‘good working mother’. 
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this choice as balance between family and work seems to be the real priority. Thus she restrains 

herself from advancing. 

As some of the women leaders rather recently became grandmothers, they tell stories about how 

they would like to spend more time with family and grandchildren. Applying the sensemaking 

strategy that ‘good leaders arrange their career to fit family needs’ they legitimize both considering 

withdrawal from their leader position and/or not striving for advance. Apparently it is necessary for 

these women leaders to explain why they would choose family before career, which indicates that 

there might be expectations that they move to higher positions; expectations they do not want to 

comply with. 

 

Third, and contrary to the above mentioned outcome of applying the sensemaking strategy ‘good 

leaders arrange their career to fit family needs’, this strategy also legitimizes that any leadership 

position can be hold, as long as quality child care can be arranged too. If children were taken good 

care of, participants found it legitimate to spend time on work and their own career. This way the 

women leaders presented themselves as good mothers, while also being leaders holding high work 

positions. Helena tells this story about how she negotiated the possibility of shorter work-days in 

order to be able to bring and collect children in day-care, as an expression that quality child-care 

was a necessity if she should accept the job as leader.  (This story is at the same time a story about 

how she was made leader, according to the sensemaking strategy ‘leadership is something persons 

can be picked for’.) 

 We had [name of former director] before, and when I got divorced and had those three 
children, I had like almost the same job as now I just wasn’t leader, and about right 
after that, he asked [name of former director] if I would like, well a more overall 
responsibility and have some employees, at that time there were no employees, only 
me, right? 

 Int: Okay 
 Eh, and so I said I would like to, but that he also knew about my situation and that it 

was perhaps a little strange to ask about that when I was so busy with all the things at 
home and by the way lived in [town] at that time, now I’ve moved to [town] at that 
time I lived up there and had some transport, and bring and collect, and my children 
were really small, and [cleared her throat] I said, but that, he thought I was good and he 
would like to utilize me and it was quite all right arriving half past eight and leave at 
four sharp, because I had to do that or else I couldn’t reach home and collect 

 (I4, ll. 86-98) 
 

Also, Anna and Ida describe how quality child-care have been arranged by having husbands and/or 

mothers taking care of the children, legitimizing the women leaders to use time and energy on their 
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careers. But at the same time these women leaders express doubt if they could have been leaders 

without husbands and/or mothers providing child-care, thus indicating the importance 

family/children/child-care arrangements. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 7: Good women leaders add feminine qualities to leadership, but dose them 

to avoid making a hen run 

All of the women leaders interviewed described women and women leaders as holding and 

exercising special competences and qualities different from those of men and men being leaders. 

Even though this point of view was often contradicted by other stories either before or after the 

commenting that women (leaders) posses special skills, the participants drew the picture of women 

leaders as adding extra elements to leadership – ‘leadership’ hence recognized to be the how-to and 

style of men. Applying the sensemaking strategy that women leaders add something extra to 

leadership, leadership is made better and more sophisticated. Applying the sensemaking strategy 

‘women leaders add something extra to leadership’ first legitimizes the women leaders to create 

distinct identities, take up distinct styles and be different than men being leaders. As Emma states: 

I actually think that women can contribute with a lot… eh because we have a 
different… eh approach to people, and what it’s about today is well the people that 
should do the work by making and, and make them flourish their best and make sure 
that they get work tasks that they have eh… have the skills for and think are exiting. 
And then, I think there are people that can, have the desire to solve different tasks so it 
is about giving the right work tasks to the right people. And then have that what to say 
more empathetic eh level. And I actually think maybe that men sometimes are more 
short sighted and it is more tough and is eh it’s not that worm. I don’t know if, if 
women are more red, if one do a whole brain way of thinking, then I think that maybe 
women can be more a little more eh red and a little more attentive 
(I1, ll. 495-505) 

 

Second, and following from this, this sensemaking strategy also legitimates the women leaders to 

include interest in social work-life and the private life of employees. This is described by Helena as 

missing in leadership done by men: 

I think one has got a more like… holistic point of view regarding the employees. 
Accordingly, that one acknowledge that it is a human being that needs to go to work, 
take care of children, bring and collect and walk the dog, and are there any problems, 
then they have to be solved, and there needs to be room for that PAUSE If like, it is a 
short answer, right, so I think it is, that it could provide. It could also provide that eh 
PAUSE That the social… accordingly one is here a lot on the work, right, xxx make a 
group of people, that needs to function together socially if they should like to come to 
work that could maybe alto I think be ascribed more value by a woman leader. I don’t 
think it is social just to drink a beer on Friday and then bye-bye, accordingly, that is 
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also social but I don’t know how much that provide, but, but more about creating a 
work-place where employees are allowed where, where it is legitimate to talk about 
things where, where one has the possibility to be open about how one feels eh how we 
feel about each other and things like that 
(I4, ll. 437-448) 

 

Third, being different and deploying special women leaders’ styles allow the women leaders to 

bring their style into the world of men leaders and pride them selves that something valuable is 

created and handled because of these special skills and competences. Helena tells story about her 

experience being one of only a few women in the upper layers of management: 

It means something for a management group or for what’s decided, or what is given 
priority when there is women, that there is both men and women… in the upper 
management levels, it really does. [Lists names] And it means something PAUSE Eh 
not only like, like the soft things are given more value or attract more, more focus, it is 
not only that, it is like the way of being together, eh… the tone PAUSE it is eh different 
from it, and there is more openness, I think… Accordingly, such, it is such eh feminine 
things that suddenly get… focus, and it does not need to just, be soft, accordingly I 
don’t think it is soft or eh what to say, eh unimportant or soft, I don’t know how to say 
it, with openness, it, it really isn’t. It means a lot for what is talked about and for that… 
uhm, that the things that are tough also becomes things that are handled, and that it does 
not become a boast club to be part of a management 
(I4, ll. 310-322) 

 

This also opens the discussion if the women leaders by applying the sensemaking strategy ‘women 

leaders add something extra to leadership’ justifies holding leadership positions because of gender – 

something they, as I will return to later, contradicts heavily by stating that a leader should be leader 

because of competences, not gender. But, if these women leaders actually mean it is a plus or a 

competence being women, why would they have to defend their position by stating they are there 

only because of other competences and skills, not gender? 

 

Perhaps the women leaders were ambiguous and expressed contradicting point of views regarding 

women and their special qualities because they at the same time thought of these qualities being 

‘too much’.  Helena sums up, how feminine qualities can be viewed as too much, mother-ish, 

clinging and a strain to work: 

 I think perhaps that it a little negative around that one has a propensity for all of this 
should be working, where men I think perhaps rather says but that you just work out, 
you just work it out, that is not important, now we’re here for working, and all those 
other things you just have to work out. It, it could be a negative thing that a woman 
absolutely wants to do all that. Do you feel good, is, is it, do you like me, do I like you, 
all that kind of stuff, you know, mother-ish stuff  
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 Int: Yes 
 That, I think, is maybe a negative part if it’s overdone, right? 
  (I4, ll. 448-455) 
 So overdosing, some doses of femininity is good, but overdosing, it can come to seem a 

little like clinging and straining, right, for an office 
(I4, ll. 470-471) 

 

Laura and Anna also recognize that these qualities of femininity can be too much, and roots it in the 

metaphor ‘a hen run’. Both Laura and Anna directly applied this metaphor to state a situation of too 

many women at the same place - which should be avoided. They referred to explicit discussions on 

this among the women in their department, to state that it was a really important topic. Applying the 

sensemaking strategy ‘good women leaders dose their feminine qualities’ they, first, legitimize the 

hen run metaphor. Second, this again legitimizes their expressed joy about diversity and the lack of 

men in their work place. As a good example that things are not all that bad, they mention haw 

happy they are that a new man has just been hired to be leader for a specific area in their 

department. Anna and Laura did not mention in the interviews, though, that this man came to hold 

the leader positions of two other women leaders – making him seem very smart and competent, but 

also reducing these women and the work they did to be not as good; the work of two women could 

be replaced to one man… 

Third, the sensemaking strategy that ‘good women leaders dose their feminine qualities’ also 

protects the women leaders against what they just claimed to be women leaders’ style. Hence the 

women leaders (also, like men) get to be tough, hard, work-focused, insensitive – not embracing the 

mother-ish image. 

 

Sensemaking Strategies adhering to Top-leadership Positions and 

Women 
Only one of the eight women interviewed introduced the topic of women leaders herself, even 

though the topic was mentioned when inviting the women leaders to participate in interviews. In the 

other cases participants talked about leadership in general and their type of leadership, but without 

linking it to the topic of women leaders, and without directly talking about themselves as women 

being leaders. When introduced to the topic of women leaders by me as interviewer, in the end of 

the interviews, these seven participants displayed great interest in this topic by expressing very clear 

opinions about quota-regulation of women in top-leadership positions. Most of the women leaders 

were strongly against quotas, others feeling more ambiguous, and one claiming the whole topic of 
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women and their fight for egalitarian rights out of time. Interestingly I as researcher did not mention 

anything about quotas, which means this is a topic the women leaders themselves found important 

enough to bring up when introduced to the topic of women (top) leaders. As most of the women 

were strongly against quotas, it could be an overall sensemaking strategy not to mention anything 

about them being women being leaders, to present themselves as leaders because of competences, 

not because of gender? I will return to this discussion later. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 8: Top-leadership positions are not attractive jobs 

Only two of the women leaders expressed that they would like to rise in position and that they were 

working on that. One was ambiguous about advancing, and the rest did not want a higher position. 

Reasons for this were many: 

First, ‘new challenges go beforehand advancing’ – this sensemaking strategy allowed the women 

leaders to focus on their current position, which were described as under constant development and 

reinvention, providing them new challenges, work tasks and responsibilities. Sarah describes how 

this legitimized not striving for advance: 

I’m, haven’t got any wish to be top-leader or the like, I’m really happy about this 
position. One is not always supposed to say this, are one, one should always want 
expansion and broader stuff  
Int: Yes it’s a little 
Yes 
Int: That, it’s 
Yes, it is, eh, I think this is, is exciting, it is challenging and there’s lots of challenges 
ahead so, so I’m really happy with this vocation. I haven’t any wishes at all 
LAUGHTER to climb hierarchy 
(I3, ll. 241-349) 

 

Sarah also hinted that there is a common understanding, that advancing should always be attempted. 

Such sensemaking around advancing for a higher position makes it seem legitimate to stay in the 

current position, enjoying the challenges there and being resistant of what is described as a question 

of fashion. 

 

Second, in higher leadership positions leadership is too general a trade’ seems to be a legitimate 

argument, as this will end the last piece of professional identity. Feeling like professionals at heart 

(this topic is also used in sensemaking strategy 4) top-leadership positions appear to be all about 

leadership, not leaving any room or possibility for sometimes doing the job of or feeling like a 

professional. Even though leadership is also recognized to be a profession or trade, it look as if it is 
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not to be values as high, as the women leaders’ original professions. This even holds true for some 

of the women leaders just beneath, in hierarchy, the top-leader. As Anna explains: 

 No, accordingly, what’s it called, [name of her leader [one of the top-leaders]] who is 
over 60, he doesn’t last forever, and he actually asked me if I would think about taking 
over for him, but I will not, and that’s because, because I, I would feel that I would 
remove myself from the profession, from the profession that I enjoy following so 
much, now more distanced, but still. I would think if I took over his position, like when 
I had [department] that I would flit around up there, and yes but fine then eh that, I 
think it would be too meaningless for me 

 Int: Okay 
In relation to profession, accordingly loose too much of it 
(I5, ll. 374-382) 

 

Third, some of the participants rooted the argumentation of top-leadership positions being 

unattractive jobs in the idea, that ‘good mothers/family caregivers do not have time to be top-

leaders’. This way, they legitimized prioritizing family and children before work and career. They 

also managed to create a picture of both family obligations and top-leadership as something 

tremendously time consuming – with the need for prioritizing either or as the result. Again, as seen 

in sensemaking strategy 6, this legitimized not striving for a higher position, as assumable balance 

was reached at the current level of leadership position. Sarah expresses it this way: 

 Yes but I think it holds true for a lot of women, that around being top-leader, it isn’t 
always attractive, you have to, there are so many other things you need to offer. To me 
this is a really, really exciting job, but I have also time to be eh with the family, I have 
time for other interests and hobbies, my job takes up a lot, a lot of time, but I have a lot 
of other things with which eh that I enjoy myself 

 (I3, ll. 361-365) 
 

From Sarah’s argument (similar arguments were made by other three participants not striving for 

advance) it is made clear that top-leadership positions are especially unattractive for women. Which 

also means the reverse: top-leadership positions are more attractive to men. Women are described 

as offering their family, time and hobbies, leaving out men, and considering women the main family 

caregivers, it looks as if men do not have to offer anything being top-leaders – ironically, as family 

is often, in common understanding, thought to include parents in plural (and usually children). 

Thus, fourth, the sensemaking strategy ‘top-leadership is not an attractive position for women’ is 

applied. This strategy would further function to protect women from feelings of embarrassment and 

failure, actually not being promoted, rising in position. A fifth strategy providing similar protection 

is found in the sensemaking that ‘life is more than work and career’. Again Sarah makes use of this 

strategy in a very revealing way: 
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So eh, I think it is important for me, it is also important to say to my employees eh, that 
work is not supposed to be everything, one make one self so horrible vulnerable, 
because then you have to be, then you have to be a success at work, and [work] is not 
necessarily successful, there will be periods where, it can be hard, right, and eh, if you 
don’t have something else then, that you in those periods can be happy about, then, then 
I think it is extra difficult. So it is important that one has got the combination that one, 
one doesn’t put everything in work 
(I3, ll. 367-372) 

 

This sensemaking strategy protects the leader (and workers in general) from feelings of failure; 

work can be difficult, hard, unsuccessful, but that does not make the leader or other persons bad. At 

the same time this strategy, as well as the above, legitimizes not spending all time and energy at 

work, and that identifying with work is not the only identity providing and shaping element. Thus, 

generally, which also sums up the above sensemaking strategy, the participants illustrated that in 

their telling that ‘leadership in higher positions is more stress and difficulty than fun’. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 9: Lack of women top-leaders is not only my problem 

Applying this sensemaking strategy some participants found it legitimate not to think so much 

about the lack of women top-leaders, though describing it as a problem. But having an opinion 

despite of this, some participants deferred responsibility to change the situation to other women, not 

being leaders, to authorities, and to undefined someone else, thus making the sense that the lack of 

women top-leaders were not only their problem. Kirsten, the only participant introducing the topic 

of women leaders herself put it this way: 

So it, I feel like, on the one hand, yes but why is it that one cannot work it out, there, 
there have to be some blockings in, in business and apparently also at Christiansborg11 
or, there have to be some places where, where one is not sufficiently deliberate in any 
case, that it actually provides eh… that it provides a very big value creating diversity in 
the composition of employees, which is reflected in that one has different sex 
(I7, ll. 99-104) 

 

As responsibility is located outside them selves, some finds it legitimate not to be personally 

worried about the situation, others still feel worried, but keeps deferring responsibility to take action 

to someone else, and Kirsten related the problem to the academic discussion, being annoyed that no 

unambiguous reasons for the lack of women leaders can be found and something done, which also 

places responsibility outside her: 

                                                
11 The Danish Parliament is placed at Christiansborg 
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 Accordingly the association I have to this about, about women and leadership and 
problems about egalitarian rights, it is more like a, a, eh… academic annoyance that it 
is that way. It is completely insane. Accordingly, when we now know what we know, 
how can it bet hat way, look like this? Arh! But in practice I don’t see myself  the 
really big difference in women and men’s ambitions and wishes and demands and 
expectations, because, now we have been talking a lot about the soft man and stuff like 
that lately, and one can easily be a eh, a eh real macho man if that is the alternative to 
being soft, one can easily bet hat at the same time as wanting a job where it’s possible 
to reach home and collect children and one would like one’s maternity leave and one 
would also like to be the one getting up in the middle of the night making bread-and-
bear-soup and so on, so I, I don’t see that sharp distinction of, that, that women have 
difficulties marking themselves in relation to career because they have to take care of 
children, because that is men also highly doing, and that just makes it even more 
mysterious 

 (I7, ll. 310-323) 
  

As Kirsten put is, even though feeling worried, it becomes legitimate located in academic 

annoyance not to know what to do to change the situation. Kirsten herself had plans to move on to 

an even higher position than the current, and did not link this to worries about not being able to. 

Actually after painting picture of the mystery, Kirsten still seemed confident that she could make it 

to the top-top. However, perhaps in protection of herself, she described it as impossible to be top-

leader outside her field of profession, as she could not imagine this. Thus, it seems that the two 

participants striving for advance use the same sensemaking strategies: picturing themselves as 

willing to take on higher positions, continuously improving their skills to be found competent, not 

waiting for someone to pick them for being leaders, and protecting themselves from embarrassment 

not being promoted by focusing on how they are the ones to decide if being offered a new job. 

 

When introduced to the topic of women and leadership all participants started talking about the 

quota-regulation of women in top-leadership positions, as discussed in Medias. Despite 

acknowledging the need for action, they all thought that the focus should be on competences, not 

gender. Thus, they applied the sensemaking strategy ‘leadership is about competences, not gender’. 

Indirectly this meant that ‘woman’ is not a competence, which contradicts the sensemaking strategy 

that women add something extra to leadership (sensemaking strategy 7) By telling stories of how 

embarrassing and humiliating it would be to be chosen because of gender, not competences, the 

women leaders accomplished to made it clear, that they were leaders because of their competences, 

and as such legitimately possessing a leadership position. Even though Kirsten makes an attempt to 

turn this discussion to something positive, quotas are rejected anyway: 
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 What I think is that I, I don’t think unfortunately that quotas would be a, would do anything 
good for us women 

 Int: No? 
 Eh because you will always as woman be running the risk of being looked at, oh you are just 

here because we have to meet with a quota regulation 
 Int: Yes 
 Right, an then we would rather not, right? And it could also just bet hat we would say that yes 

and that is because you can’t solve it your selves 
 (I7, ll. 434-441) 
 

Second, all the women leaders referred to diversity, understood to be a good mix of men and 

women, as preferable. Thus another sensemaking strategy supporting the argument that lack of 

women top-leaders is not the individual woman leaders’ problem seems to be that ‘good leaders 

value diversity’.  This allowed them both to draw attention to the lack of men in their organization, 

which seemed to be a big concern for them. In relation to quotas this topic found renewed interests, 

as the women leaders here got the opportunity to state, that despite the organization’s lack of men, 

they did not hire men because of being men, they always looked at the competences – which again 

seemed to state, that they were leaders chosen because of competences. This sensemaking strategy 

also holds true for the women leaders appreciating so much, that a new leader, a man, is hired in 

their department. Focusing on the diversity aspect makes it, according to these women leaders, 

reasonable and legitimate that a man is taking over the job of two women leaders. 

 

Further supporting the sensemaking strategy that lack of women top-leaders is not the individual 

woman leaders’ problem the sensemaking strategy ‘men are not ready for women leaders’ is 

applied. This strategy, first, defers responsibility to men for lack of women top-leaders, as men are 

ascribed unwillingness to allow women in. Linda explains this to be a matter of convenience and 

the force of habits: 

 And then I don’t think well that the men are very nice, accordingly, in relation to, I 
haven’t experienced any eh bad men and I will say, and have worked together with 
many men, right... But they can be tough. And therefore one should have some 
backbone for getting into that world. If you know what I mean?  

 Int: Eh yes, maybe 
 It has been, it is well, it’s well a little like second-hand thought that they around that, 

that leadership, it can only be done by men, right? 
 Int: Yes 
 Yes. And they have told each other that too, right? That we are the best  
 Int: Yes, yes 



 50 

Right? So they have to open up and say, yes, welcome into our circle, right, as 
chairmen or directors or what have we. That’s where they should be the good girls, I 
think  
(I8, ll. 356-368) 

 

Second, this strategy protects women leaders as nothing seems wrong with them – only with the 

unwilling men that do not allow women in, and let them take part of the responsibility. Third, it is 

argued, that even if forced in by quota regulations, men will still not be ready and acknowledge 

women’s skills and competences. Fourth, this sensemaking strategy also legitimates the fear of 

some of the women leaders; it is easier to point out a woman’s failures, if she is the only one there. 

 If we are like, more often look like victims if it does not work out, because men 
disappears in the crowd, I don’t know LAUGHTER but it is easier to point out one who 
is different, right, accordingly, you can have a leader, a man coming in, he doesn’t 
work right, out of the fold, then a woman comes in and get the same treatment, there 
one could imagine, it would be noticed, that it was a woman, that did not work out 

 (I5, ll. 573-578) 
 

ANALYSIS / DISCUSSION 
As sensemaking is first and foremost preoccupied with construction of identity (Weick 1995) it will 

be relevant to study how the nine sensemaking strategies function to create, maintain and shift 

certain identities. The women leaders told stories of what they value, how they made meaning of 

activities and choices, thus enacting their environment by extracting cues from events and ongoing 

interactions, consequently presenting a plausible social reality of order and rationality accountable 

to themselves and others. 

 

Identities Created in Sensemaking Strategies adhering to the Followers 
Sensemaking strategy 1: Good leaders put employees’ needs first 

Telling stories about how employees’ needs were almost always put first, only set aside for shorter 

periods of time while the women leaders were attending meetings, the participants express an image 

good leaders to be understanding, caring, kind, and interested in the person behind the work. This 

image of a good leader coincide with the literature ascribing women a special leadership style, 

characterizing women as softer, kind, helpful and sympathetic, leading them to use more 

collaborative, nurturing and egalitarian leadership strategies that emphasize communication 

(Coughlin 2005, Gergen 2005, Helgesen 1995, Helgesen 2005, Rosener 1990, Smith 2000, Trinidad 

& Normore 2005). Consequently, identifying with this image, the participants implicitly negotiate 
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their identities to be in opposition to the common understanding of leaders, also included in the 

“Great Man Theory of Leadership”, men being dominant, asserting, aggressive, decisive, forceful 

and authoritarian (Coughlin 2005, Gergen 2005, Helgesen 1995, Helgesen 2005, Rosener 1990, 

Smith 2000) Thus, the women leaders’ sensemaking come to function as a negotiation of another 

form and style of leader-identity. 

Creating this identity, the women leaders extract cues ascribing to the common expectation and 

hence socially acceptable idea of ‘women’s style of leading’. And they frame this leadership style 

and such identities to be characterized good leadership. Appreciating an understanding, caring, kind 

style of leadership, the women leaders come to adhere to what Pittinsky et al. (2007) portray as 

“The Great Women Theory of Leadership”. This could hint that the placing of women on a 

pedestal, leading to inclusion of women for certain types of jobs, but also exclusion from the types 

of jobs that favor more masculine leadership styles and behaviors (Fine 2009, Pittinsky et al. 2007), 

have already worked its normative influence. Further, it could imply that the expectations for a 

certain women’s leadership style have already reinforced and encouraged a female way of leading, 

thus being a self-fulfilling prophesy as women have molded their behaviors to meet the expectations 

of others (Pittinsky et al. 2007). If this is the case, the identities of being sympathetic, caring, and 

kind thus contributes to a polarized view of masculine and feminine ways of leading. This identity 

creation also means that cues adhering to “The Great Man Theory of Leadership” is deselected and 

go unnoticed. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 2: Good leadership depends of the followers 

Constantly returning to the topic that employees need to recognize the leader as leader, relating this 

to how expert employees being smarter still need a leader, the participants deployed two intertwined 

sensemaking strategies. 1) They extracted cues from the common and academic emphasizing of the 

importance of the leader; positioning the leader as vital, indispensable and in power to make 

decisions regarding employees. If this is done in a way that actually make the intended followers 

follow, the leader is ascribed good leadership. However, in the case of the participants, they reframe 

the common understanding to include that leaders are still vital, indispensable and in power to make 

decisions, but if the followers do not follow, it has nothing to do with bad leadership – 

responsibility to be good followers is deferred to employees. This sensemaking is supported by the 

expectation that 2) employees work independently. Again, responsibility is legitimately deferred to 

employees, but in a way that appreciate the employees. This sensemaking, on the other hand, could 
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also look as two diverging strategies, one stating the importance of the leader, the other denying the 

leaders’ importance by referring responsibility to employees. 

Consequently this ambiguous image of identification results in the image of someone controlling 

and powerful being macerate. Deploying these discourses of leadership legitimates and protects the 

leaders on several levels. The women leaders protect themselves; they will always appear as 

competent leaders, irrespective of the followers being good or bad followers. Further, enacting this 

sensemaking, the otherwise fragile image of a success as leader is reframed to a sturdier image, not 

easily shattered by others’ beliefs that the leader did not perform well enough to earn the title and 

position. As this is not the common understanding of the leader-follower relationship it seems 

reasonable that the participants strive to confirm their image of identification, making it plausible, 

by returning to the topic several times throughout the interviews. 

Further, this sensemaking paradoxically means, that the needs and feelings of employees – which, 

as described above, is always put first in good leadership - could legally be set aside, if these needs 

contradicts or in some way criticizes the style and choices of the women leaders. If these needs are 

characterized, by the individual women leader, as dissatisfaction with management, the followers 

can legally be judged guilty in bad followership. Not being an occasion for the women leaders to 

review their leader-identities or to incorporate new expectations into this identity. Hence, common 

and academic expectations concerning the necessity of leadership are not denied. However, the 

image of a good leader – as understood from the followers’ perspective - is reframed. 

 

Emphasizing the importance of employees’ well-being the participants focused on cues enabling 

them to match societal expectations that women are soft, kind and nurturing from nature. Rather 

than extracting cues from the familiar image of a leader being in control, being impersonal, and 

decisive, they established themselves as kind, helpful and sympathetic, thus different from the 

unaddressed others possessing the controlling style, and different from negative societal 

expectations of women leaders as tough. Perhaps the women leaders tended to overstate their caring 

abilities and interests, as to prove this style equally sufficient and worthy. Even though the women 

leaders could probably benefit from the common image of a leader once in a while, they preferred 

to use the sensemaking strategy ‘good leadership depends on the followers’ to protect them selves 

and stand out as good leaders, even if the follows were bad followers. 

Also the focus on expert employees to work independently relate to this expectation of a kind, 

nurturing and sympathetic, not controlling and decisive leader, matching societal expectations of 
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women and women leaders. By continually aligning with this traditional female role the women 

leaders perceived these societal expectations so important that they incorporated them in their style 

and image of identification – thus disconnecting them from the possibility to talk from other 

positions. 

 

Identities Created in Sensemaking Strategies adhering to the Leaders 

Themselves - Good Leadership Relates to how you are as Person 
Sensemaking strategy 3: Leadership is something leaders are born with/have inside them 

By extracting cues about when and how they became leaders – early in their lives and careers – the 

women leaders reflexively organized a story about the self (Alvesson & Willmott 2002) portraying 

leadership as a natural thing persons has inside them, being inborn. This sensemaking helped them 

make it seem plausible that they possess leader positions. It also protects them against failure and 

embarrassment; loosing the title or position, they would still be leaders. The women leaders 

perceived it a direct consequence of their leader-identity, that they now held a leader position. 

Constructing leader-identities this way, being leader presumably exceeds the workplace identity. 

This idea of ‘real self’ is in contrast to how identity is perceived by postmodernists and social 

constructionists; constantly fluent, unfixed, and multifaceted. (Alvesson 1998, Alvesson & 

Willmott 2002, Bech et al. 2008, Bird 2007, Carroll & Levy 2010, Collinson 2003, Sveningsson & 

Alvesson 2003, Sveningsson & Larsson 2006, Taylor 2003, Thomas & Linstead 2002, Watson 

2008) But as Alvesson (1998) argues, feelings of a coherent and strong self are necessary for coping 

with work tasks and social relations (Alvesson 1998), and individuals are therefore expected to 

strive for order, even though this could make them more likely to be threatened by change 

Collinson (2003). However as the women leaders construct their leader-identity, they do not 

renounce the ability to define their on own leadership style, making it, and hence their leader-

identity, adaptable to change. 

Ascribing themselves ‘real leader-identities’ a distance is made to those only performing leadership, 

thus pervading the term performance with a sense of prevarication. This use of the term is, as 

indicated, in stark contrast to how feminists, with Butlers’s work in front, use and understand the 

term performance (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet2003). But in the way the women leaders extract cues 

from these terms, it works to strengthen the plausibility that they are leaders, as they ‘live out’ 

leadership, not ‘only’ perform it. 
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The participants ascribe influence and responsibility positive value, being something they naturally 

do. This strengthens the plausibility that they possess leader positions, and makes a distance to 

those being leaders for positions sake. Being a power-seeker negatively constructs leadership as 

something affected. The women leaders applying this sensemaking strategy, perceive the 

consequences of their identity-work to legitimize them being leaders; a direct outcome of their 

inborn, leader-identity. 

Justifying their positions this way the participants ascribe to societal expectations of leaders as 

having a special valued personality. Ironically the women leaders that extract these cues 

simultaneously extract cues that leaders are often trained especially to do the job, are sometimes 

experts on their field and often have worked hard and long for being leader/holding a leader 

position. Thus, it seems that these women leaders perceive it most important that leader positions 

are held by people with a certain, inborn, not trained for, identity. But they also seem to feel a need 

for ensuring themselves two-fold by referring to educations and trained for skills. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 4: Leadership is something persons can be picked for 

All the women leaders, including those making meaning of their leadership position by referring to 

their inborn leader-identity, pointed out the difference between being professionals and being 

leaders, describing it as an identity-dilemma. Being professionals of education and by heart, thus 

ascribing themselves a much valued identity, the participants also had to legitimate that they were 

now holding leadership positions and feeling joy and pride in this occupation. By pointing out how 

they were asked, picked, and chosen to be leaders, the participants not only presented them as being 

appreciated and found competent by others, they also deferred agency, responsibility and risks to 

those making them leaders. Expressing their professional identities and their leader identities to be 

plausible and legitimate, the women leaders perceived the consequences of this complex identity 

work to function both as foundation for legitimizing them being leaders, but also as foundation for 

protecting them against failure. Further, calling leadership a broadening of the professional field, 

the women leaders were able to protect and maintain their professional identities, though being 

leaders, and in that also find protection against failure as leaders. It is certainly fair to say that the 

women leaders negotiated their identities to be constituted of multiple, overlapping, and conflicting 

identities made up of the varying discursive positions available (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003, 

Watson 2008). Further, the women leaders perceived the consequences of this identity work to 

legitimize non-traditional leadership styles. 
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Presenting their leader-identities this way, there seem to be tensions between expectations of 

leadership: 1) as something very different from professional work, 2) as something extraordinary 

risky and 3) as a broadening of the professional field. As the women leaders keep extracting cues 

from the expectation that leadership is something risky and different from professional work, they 

continually have to justify being professionals being leaders, which is done by pointing to that they 

were picked. The women leaders do not seem to consider that most leaders are at some point 

picked, having held other professional positions before (at least, this holds true for all the women in 

this study). If this was recognized, the women leaders could, perhaps, extract other cues and create 

different, more self-assuring narratives/stories. On the other hand, extracting cues that leadership is 

just a broadening of the professional field, the women leaders create images of identification that in 

a cautious way presenting themselves as good leaders (as they, as told, were really good 

professionals). This cautiousness may refer to the irony that the women leaders were actually 

willing to and able to be leaders if only being asked. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 5: Good leaders are aware that they can always be better leaders 

This sensemaking contains several strategies, all working to point out how the women leaders are 

aware of their deficiencies. By pointing this out, the women leaders legitimize to use time 

improving skills, to use differing leadership styles, not to know everything, to feel burdened, to 

experience difficulties solving problems and balancing the energy put in work. Expressing explicit 

awareness of these deficiencies also work to legitimize that the women leaders are not super-

persons because of being leaders, in which they find protection. Consequently, this sensemaking is 

used as foundation for diverging identities; 1) further improvement of skills make it legitimate to 

strive for a higher position, 2) feeling sufficiently challenged make it legitimate not to strive for 

advance. 

Again, there seem to be expectations of leadership as something extraordinary risky or challenging, 

but also as something elevated. The participants all incorporate cues extracted from these 

ambiguous expectations into their image of identification, ascribing meaning to them in ways that 

fit their wishes and future perspectives. However, the fact that all the women leaders made it 

explicit that they were not to be thought especially good or perfect leaders, they not only protect 

themselves preventing critique, but also incorporate the common Danish Law of Jante principle: 

who du you think you are-attitude. This societal expectation of humbleness is perceived so 

important, that it is enacted into the identities of the women leaders, presumably restraining them 



 56 

from creating more self-assured pictures. On the other hand, it seems that after addressing this 

expectation, one is allowed to talk about what one is actually good at, and what plans one have. 

Thus, depending on perspective, this barrier is either minimized and justified or adapted to. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 6: Good leaders arrange their leader career to fit family needs 

Expressing concern that career-choices should fit family-needs; the women leaders negotiate an 

image of identification as a good leader being someone incorporating the better of two worlds. On 

the surface, having a family; being a mother and having a career thus becomes legitimate and 

practical doable. But between the lines this means a reframing of choosing either or. Thus, the 

women leaders try to make sense of their multifaceted, conflicting contexts by creating “feelings of 

a coherent and strong self, necessary for coping with work tasks and social relations as well as 

existential issues.” (Alvesson 1998, p. 990-991). 

The participants perceived the consequences of this identity-work as plausible explanations for at 

least two differing strategies: 1) Staying at the current level of leadership position, where assumable 

balance is reached between family needs and career, legitimates not striving for advance. 2) Any 

leadership position can be hold, as long as quality child care can be arranged too. If children were 

taken good care of, participants found it legitimate to spend time on work and at their own career. 

This way the women leaders presented themselves as good mothers, while also being leaders 

holding high work positions. 

The participants focus on cues familiar in present-day work-family constructions, women still being 

the primary care-giver and family-person. By maintaining their importance in this construction, they 

preserve the care-giver role for themselves, replicating “traditional gender boundaries” (Buzzanell 

2005, p. 277) and constructing “inequitable family conditions” (p. 277). Thus, alignment with 

societal expectations of women being primary care-givers, avoid feelings of guilt, and upsetting the 

gendered character of their partnership and of Danish society at large. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 7: Good women leaders add feminine qualities to leadership, but dose them 

to avoid making a hen run 

The participants drew the picture of women leaders as adding extra elements to leadership – 

‘leadership’ hence recognized to be the how-to and style of men. This way, it is argued, leadership 

is made better and more sophisticated. This image of identification consequently legitimizes the 
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women leaders to create distinct identities, take up distinct styles, and priding themselves that 

something valuable is created and handled because of these special skills and competences. 

The women leaders, again, align with societal expectations of women being kind, caring and 

nurturing, ascribing to a ‘women’s style of leading’ (Coughlin 2005, Gergen 2005, Helgesen 1995, 

Helgesen 2005, Rosener 1990, Smith 2000, Trinidad & Normore 2005). Extracting cues from this 

familiar construction of women and women leaders, the participants seem to perceive these 

expectations very important. They enact these expectations when it enables them to legitimize being 

women leaders in (what still seems to be considered traditional) men’s jobs. That these women 

leaders feel a need to justify them and their styles to be found in leadership positions, by telling that 

they add something extra, seems kind of ironic, as they also describe themselves as born leaders or 

picked, chosen ones. This could point at what Wrigley’s (2002) research reveals; the fact that 

women must go beyond basic performance guidelines to get ahead in organizations. It also explains 

why the women leaders at the same time present these special women’s skills as competences, not 

focusing on being of a particular gender, making the topic highly complex. 

Further contributing to this complex, ambiguous picture, the women leaders extracted cues from a 

contradicting point of view regarding women and their special qualities. Presenting these qualities 

as being ‘too much’, mother-ish, clinging and a strain to work, they enacted negative societal 

expectations of women (leaders) take their effect. By organizing these thoughts in the metaphor ‘a 

hen run’ the participants enacted the negative societal expectation of women included in the very 

unflattering image of hens cackling and nagging on each other, finding it acceptable to be managed 

by one cock. Hence, the women leaders themselves work against their stated special skills. On the 

other hand this could be a (misunderstood) way to give the impression that they were able to see it 

from ‘outside’, aligning them with men? 

 

Identities Created in Sensemaking Strategies adhering to Top-

leadership Positions and Women 
Sensemaking strategy 8: Top-leadership positions are not attractive jobs 

This sensemaking strategy enabled the women leaders to create identities that fitted their images of 

leaders, but made a distance to images of top-leaders. The women leaders described that 

expectations of advancing, rising in position, moving into new jobs, and avoiding merits were 

highly valued and expected in common understanding. However, six of eight participants expressed 

that these expectations were less important to them. Instead they expressed how much they valued 



 58 

feeling challenged, feeling joy in work, identifying with their trade, being mothers and family care-

givers, being women and having time for other interests. Circumventing societal expectations that 

advance is always to be strived for, most participants extracted cues from other societal 

expectations to legitimize what suited them best. Making sense of the tensions of differing societal 

expectations the women leaders arranged these meanings to a productive and positive outcome for 

their leadership positions and careers. Also, this means that other societal expectations, than striving 

for advance, were enacted as more important. 

 

Sensemaking strategy 9: Lack of women top-leaders is not only my problem 

Telling stories about how politicians did and did not handle the topic of lack of women leaders very 

delicately and apparently without visible results, the women leaders identified with available 

discourses that lack of women top-leaders is an ambiguous, not easily solved problem. Further, they 

referred to discourses of quota-regulations. Applying these discourses they integrate the public 

debate, heavily influenced by businesses to leave things unchanged by avoiding quotas, as this 

could result in incompetent women leaders possessing top-positions. This discourse allowed 

participants to them align with the arguments of this debate: that leadership should be about 

competences, not gender. Furthermore, they relied on understandings that men were not ready for 

women leaders. Incorporating all these discourses and societal expectations – differing images of 

identification - the women leaders accomplished to plausibly defer responsibility to change the 

situation to authorities and to undefined someone else, making the sense that lack of women top-

leaders were not only their problem. Making meaning of the situation this way, participants were 

able to display concern about the expectations and societal discussions, however only one 

participant introduced the topic of women leaders herself. Relating to prevailing discourses of 

societal expectations in ways that distance them from the activities that would otherwise come with 

identifying with them, the women leaders further legitimize not taking responsibility to change the 

situation, not take it to be of personal worry, and not strive for advance in order to oblige with the 

purpose of the political initiative. Hence, the political initiatives are not made sense of in a way that 

provide opportunities, but rather understood as something to distance from, or use as acceptable 

explanation for leaving things unchanged. Only two participants described it their consciously plan 

to work for advance, despite this sensemaking. This way, the political initiatives to get more women 

into top-leadership positions are not unambiguously incorporated by the women leaders to be an 
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image of identification, and effect of the political initiatives to serve as image of identification can 

be questioned. 

 

First, stories told by the women leaders display how identities are created by deploying multifaceted 

often differing, paradoxical, tension filled sensemaking strategies. The nine overall sensemaking 

strategies applied, even if conflicting, operates to negotiate - legitimize and make positive - the 

complex images of identification that the women leaders express. 

Second, expressing and negotiating identities by applying contradicting sensemaking strategies 

served conflicting, often two-fold purposes, thus making more or less explicit the ambivalences, 

ambiguities and ironies in the sensemaking. As this constantly two-folded and contradicting 

sensemaking characterized all participants’ stories, this could indicate a special women’s way of 

thinking, speaking and forming identities. This could extend indications why women leaders do not 

work directly towards top-leader positions. Further the stories told served to legitimize and protect 

the women leaders, their style and choices, but also as a way of incorporating the need to seem 

humble and realistic. Always being able to ‘see’ other sides too, ultimately served to meet troubles 

half way, and thereby comes to function as a contingency plan. 

Third, continually expressing and negotiating ambiguous identities, the participants made sure that 

things could always be re-framed and arguments made for the opposite. Such adaptability to change 

is much appreciated in today’s business. However, it could also result in looking risk-afraid – not 

being able to aim to one good strategy. Further, this constant redefinition of self could be wearing 

out the women leaders and be part of why the put much work in justifying their current positions 

and perspectives. 

Fourth, through the sensemaking processes the women leaders display how good leaders are either 

born to be it or picked out specifically, are aware that they can always become better leaders, and 

arrange their leader carer to fit family needs. They also display how good leadership is perceived to 

be dependent on employees’ recognition of the leader and about putting employees’ needs first. 

And they describe how top-leadership is not attractive jobs, how good women leaders add feminine 

qualities to leadership, but dose them to avoid making a hen run, and how lack of women top-

leaders is not only their problem. All these strategies attest that the women leaders do not want to 

picture themselves as being the best, being leaders by self-inflicted, insisting hard work, and as 

responsible for change of lack of women top-leaders. This image of a cautious and modest women 

leader to be identified with could be said to work as constraining the women, upholding a barrier of 
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lack of self-esteem. However, it could also be a deliberate strategy picturing them selves as always 

ready to learn more, always having a second plan, thus being very competent, but also highly aware 

of their deficiencies. 

Fifth, and in continuation of the above: Even though the identities expressed and negotiated by the 

participants point to that the political initiatives to get more women into top-leadership positions do 

not operate as reason for and/or inspire women leaders to strive for top-leadership positions, the 

participants could have tried to reframe or twist the discourse that ‘it is about competences, not 

gender’. Following the focus on competences, the women leaders could have used this to argue, that 

when one of two equally competent persons should be chosen, it would of cause make sense to 

choose the one always ready for and adaptable to change, and the one who ‘add something extra to 

leadership’. This is attempted, but then rejected by one participant. And it would imply that the 

women leaders stick to this sensemaking – something which seem difficult. The participants have 

once proved willing to and able to lead, if only picked or chosen, why should they not feel picked if 

appreciated because of gender too? As reframing was done with other available discourses one can 

wonder why reframing was not attempted on this topic. 

Sixth, it must be expected that the competent, but cautious and modest women leaders could be 

chosen to be top-leaders too, if quotas were introduced. If so, and in continuation of the women 

leaders ability to draw on multiple, conflicting discourses and integrate ambiguous, complex 

expectations in their identities, it would be a surprise if the women leaders would not find a way to 

legitimize being chosen because of quotas and integrate this in their identity constructions. 

 

LIMITATIONS 
Because this study is based on a small dataset, its contribution to literature on identity-work, women 

and leadership, and feminism may be limited in several ways. First, the participants were not asked 

directly how they form, negotiate, express or understand their leader identity. Instead I relied on that 

what the women leaders considered most important would be brought up during the interviews. 

However, other topics may have been introduced if the interview questions, their order, and the 

research design had been different. For instance, all participants took the same point of view 

discussing quota regulations, even though this topic was never introduced or mentioned by the 

researcher (me). This could indicate, that the participants found it easier to relate to a concrete part 

of a more abstract discussion, that the women leaders this way circumvent taking a personal stand 

of other topics of the discussion, making it a personal possibility, or that the women leaders were 
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enacting their responsible and competent individual identity (being leaders because of competences, 

not possessing (current or possible future) leader positions because of quotas or gender. 

Second, a more varied sensemaking and deploying of other available discourses and societal 

expectations might have been seen, if the participants were interviewed several times and within a 

longer period of time, thus integrating ongoing making meaning of likely new work-constellations, 

comparing and relating them to earlier sensemaking. 

Third, the women leaders interviewed did not seem constrained by ethnic, class or socio-economic 

status, but created the image of themselves as fairly well-off. Although some mentioned their age as 

a constrain in relation to possibilities for advance, concerns about home, place of living, children 

and hobbies were proudly managed to the best of these. Thus, the women leaders might not have 

felt the need for pursuing a higher position of socio-economic reasons, as they were already among 

the privileged, holding a leader position – even though the pay in NGO’s, as mentioned by one 

participant, is lower compared equal positions in the private business sector. 

Fourth, the women leaders were very conscious about their own limitations and at the same time 

conscious about presenting themselves as responsible, competent, qualified leaders. The 

sensemaking strategy especially describing this ambiguity is ‘good leaders are aware they can 

always be better leaders’. This seemed to be of such importance, that modesty to varying degrees 

was integrated in all their sensemaking strategies. Thus it is most likely that this modesty was an 

overall strategy, also influencing the interview situation; the women leaders would be aware that 

their expressions given in confidentiality would later be read by someone, even though in anonym 

form, and was hence eager to make a suitable (modest) image. However, as this is part of their 

identity construction, I still find it plausible that what the women leaders revealed are the stories 

they would also tell other interested. 

 

CONCLUSION 
How do Danish women leaders express and negotiate their identity? 

Overall, this study demonstrates how storytelling as sensemaking can be fruitfully applied to and 

generates insight into how women leaders form their identities. Through sensemaking processes, 

deploying available discourses and expectations, but also refocusing cues, the women leaders were 

able to form identities by that allowed them to pursue a meaningful, challenging work-life, 

satisfying home/private-life and at the same time select and deselect cues around societal and 

political expectations, enacting them so that they serve their needs and desires. Thus, they related 
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their identity construction to nine overall sensemaking strategies, juggling between the available 

discourses and expectations:  

1)‘good leaders always put employees’ needs first’, 2)‘good leadership depends on the followers’, 

3)‘leadership is something leaders are born with’, 4)‘leader is something persons can be picked for’, 

5)’ good leaders are aware they can always be better leaders, 6)‘good women leaders add feminine 

qualities to leadership, but dose them to avoid making a hen run’, 7)’good leaders arrange their 

leader career to fit family needs’, 8)’top-leadership positions are not attractive jobs, and 9)’lack of 

women top-leaders is not only my problem. 

 

How do women leaders perceive the consequences of this identity work? 

The women leaders perceived the consequences of their identity/identities construction(s), as 

plausible arguments for 1) integrating, 2) reframing and 3) not integrating societal and political 

expectations. Each strategy, even if in conflict with the others and integrating complex meanings in 

it self, functions to make plausible, the women leaders’ perceptions of good leadership and good 

leaders. This assists the women leaders attract positive ascription toward their negotiated 

conception of being good leaders, which is both different from, reframe, but also sometimes in line 

with common societal expectations. 

In addition, the women leaders’ sensemaking functioned to prevent negative ascription to their 

styles and choices being women leaders, being professionals at heart and not (always) enacting 

societal or political expectations; that raise in position is always to be strived for, and that women 

should now be found in top-leadership positions. 

 

What are the expectations that women leaders perceive important? 

The women leaders’ storytelling as sensemaking results in fragile identity constructions that may 

undergo revision over time, as ongoing, continually adaption and juggling between varying own 

wishes and changing societal and political expectations may be needed in order to manage and 

make meaning of these. 

According to the women leaders’ integration of societal and political expectations in expressions 

and negotiations of identity, general societal expectations to women and women leaders seemed 

more important than the expectations set forth by politicians to get more women into top-leadership 

positions. 
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As the women leaders all perceived the realm of home/family-care their own, this image of 

identification functions to replicate traditional gender boundaries, thus reifying barriers hindering 

advance.  

All but two women leaders deselected cues about how political initiatives could function as 

conditions for them to pursue career advancement, and stated that top-leadership/advancement is 

not to be strived or wished for. The two participants striving for advance were ambiguous in their 

enactment of these cues. Effect of political effect can thus be impeached. 

The women leaders did not state any particular personal interest in how to change or develop the 

debate, or remedy the situation of lack of women in top-leadership positions. This could be related 

to, that all refocused cues about the political initiatives to get more women into top-leadership 

positions to be about competences, not gender, thus picturing themselves as competent and worthy 

leaders. Hereby they also evaded the possibilities the political initiatives could provide them. 

Forming highly complex identities the women leaders display awareness that their sensemaking and 

choices are not unambiguous. Perhaps this always bilateral or ambiguous presenting of selves, 

which function both as legitimizing their way of doing things, their reflections, but also always 

work as constant protection, could ultimately be found to be what hinders women in pursuing top-

leadership positions in general? Especially interesting could be to study if men too use this strategy, 

or if men on the contrary present unambiguous images of themselves? Even if part of the political 

initiative also focuses on making businesses aware of their responsibility to pick or choose women 

as leaders, the question is if they will choose women that express ambiguity about desire and/or 

ability to advance? 

 

OTHER THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 
Eckert & McConnell-Ginet (2003) draw attention to, how talk function, the motives of talkers and 

the gendered oppositions in talk. Inspired by work on Speech act theory by Austin, Searle and 

Butler (for a short introduction to these authors and their work on linguistics see e.g. Eckert & 

McConnell-Ginet 2003, pp. 130-133) Eckert & McConnell-Ginet (2003) describe12 how people 

make various kinds of social moves when conversing with each other. Women are often thought to 

be more polite, use more polite language than men, because they are more other-oriented, more 

collaborative and more affective. This advances the view of women as ineffective speakers, just 

deviating for men’s effective speech, to a more flattering view. Women’s greater attention to 
                                                
12 Eckert & McConnell-Ginet (2003) draw on work by several other authors. See chapter 4 
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politeness-oriented facework is associated with the affective function of talk. Also, women are 

understood to be more interested in intimacy with others, strengthening affiliative bonds among 

people, promoting solidarity and cooperativeness. Men on the other hand are understood to be 

interested in establishing their autonomy and competitiveness. Applying the study of such speech 

acts could widen the present study of women leaders’ identity expression and negotiation and extent 

explanations of a certain women’ way of creating (diverging and immediate inconsistent) images of 

identification. 

Such a study could further be extended by analysis of discourses and power. As verbal and other 

performances are expressed, they do their work by enhancing to available discourses, formed by 

iterating “discourse histories of similar performances, reiterating elements that have worked 

similarly in the past.” (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003, p. 131) This way these discourses are 

reified. But as Butler (1997) point to, language is action, and subjects are to be thought of as agents 

with possibility to use language – thus varying and changing the discourses. 

Burton (1992) argues that expectations of men and women are different, that men are attributed 

ability, while women are seen as more motivated, but less able. Behaviours important for men’s 

success are argued not to be directly transferrable to women, because identical behaviour is not 

perceived or treated in the same way. Following from this, attempts to apply non-discriminative 

rules, concentrating on who has what job, will not remove the mobilisation of masculine bias and 

Burton (1992) states that practices, exercises of power at the work place, how jobs are organized 

should rather be the focus. Hence, it could be informative to extend the present study with a focus 

on deepen the women leaders’ utterances of how they became leaders; either born to it or picked 

out, what possibilities they actually have for advancement, and what is considered skills and 

expertise by those in power. This could indicate if the women leaders’ jobs are perceived as less 

difficult because they are now filled by women. 
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Interview guide 

 

Interview questions 

 What is a leader? 

 What does it mean to be a leader? 

 Tell about a time when you exhibited good leadership 

 Tell about a time when you exhibited bad leadership  

 Why / How did you become a leader? 

 How do you feel about being a leader? 

 What is important in your day? 

 What takes up the most time? 

 What is the first thing you do in the morning? 

 How satisfied are you about your work-life being a leader compared to before being a 

leader? 

 

If not introduced by the participant herself, ask about: 

 Did you hear about the renewed political focus on gender equality? 

 What do you think / feel about it? 

 

 

For statistics 

 Age: 

 Educational levels: 

 Civil status: 

 Numbers of children: 


