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ABSTRACT 

 

In this study we have shown that Norwegian female managers and chef executives, in male 

dominated organizations, feel restricted with regards to behavior and at times misunderstood, 

excluded, and neglected in their organization. We also found that, due to role-incongruence 

between the masculine leadership-role and the female gender-role, female managers are likely 

to feel uncertain how to behave and execute leadership in male-dominated contexts. We 

further conclude that the organizational work-culture is seen to be the main challenge for 

women‟s advancement into senior positions. If male-dominated environments are more likely 

to create uncertainty among women, it is also likely to affect their ability to develop as 

influential leaders. Based on the female managers‟ experiences we find two adjustments 

necessary in order to create equal opportunities for both genders. First, organizations must 

revise work-culture to make the environment more gender-neutral. Second, organizations 

must change the definition of executives as exclusively masculine. In addition, to successfully 

implement a cultural change, organizations must break the “tokens” and ensure representation 

of women in all levels. However, in order to change a situation that, despite numerous 

political and organizational initiatives, has show little progress over the last decades, we 

suggest that organizations must make deliberate action steps to enable more efficient use of 

talents into the 21
st
 century. The results of this study have implications for organizational 

change efforts focused on improving opportunities for women in male dominated industries in 

Norway.  

 

Keywords: Gender-based barriers, male-dominated industries, Revise organizational culture, 

breaking the tokens,  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 
                                                                                                            

1.1 Introduction to topic       

During the last century, women have fought a constant battle to achieve political, economical, 

and social rights equal to their male counterparts. The International Labour Organization 

(ILO, 2004) identifies the reduction of the global gender gap in workforce participation as one 

of the most outstanding labor market trends of recent times. The female labor participation is 

higher than ever before rated in modern history, averaging 52 percent (Carter, 2009). 

Interestingly, the World Economic Forum (2007) recognizes that the advancement of women 

is an important economic, business and societal issue with significant impact on the growth of 

nations. As policy-makers and business leaders attempt to address talent shortage, it is 

becoming increasingly important to close the gender gap and leverage talents of both men and 

women. While no country has yet achieved gender equality, Sweden, Norway and Finland 

have all closed over 80 percent of the gap, which according to the forum can serve as a useful 

benchmark (World Economic Forum, 2007).  

 

When searching for reforms to promote gender equality the world often turns north. The 

Scandinavian countries have more gender equality between men and women than most other 

societies. However, despite representing a high degree of gender equality within politics and 

the public sector, the reality is different when it comes to high-level jobs, where male 

overrepresentation is strong. Female managers are mostly seen at the lower management 

levels, where they tend to supervise other women, and provide input into decisions made by 

men (Reskin & Roos, 1990). As a consequence of exploding demands, the Norwegian society 

is experiencing decreasing labour-supply and higher competition for qualified staff. The 

Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO) emphasizes in the report “Female Future” 

(Drake, 2003) that Norwegian companies cannot afford to waste outstanding female talents in 

today‟s demanding market. Not only do more women than men complete higher education, 

women are also becoming stronger consumers, both as individuals and as organizational 

purchasers, and producers for public and private sector. The absence of female managers in 

Norway is seen to represent an area of competitive opportunities. Diversity is seen to generate 

new ideas, challenge existing procedures, and create new innovative value (Drake, 2003). If 

Norwegian organizations are able to mobilize the available female talent pool, opportunities 

for improved organizational competitiveness are believed to occur. This opportunity is seen to 
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be particular important for industries and businesses that traditionally have been dominated by 

men (Drake, 2003).  

Brandser (1993) argues that the literature on women and leadership is affecting how society 

and organizations understand the problem, and influence gender initiatives. Moreover, the 

gender segregation in Norway has shown little or no signs of improvement over the last 

twenty years (Nordic Gender Institute, 2009). Considering why the gap is still there and to 

come up with successful solutions, existing theories on women and leadership may have 

failed to produce sufficient knowledge that can challenge the situation. Our attempt is 

therefore to extract more knowledge and understanding of female managers‟ experiences in 

male-dominated organizations, in order to enlighten why female managers are 

underrepresented in more senior positions in Norwegian companies.  

 

1.2 Background and research question                                                                  

  

The World Economic Forum ranked Norway as one of the best countries for gender equality 

in 2008 (World Economic Forum, 2009). Research shows that the Norwegian society has 

come a long way with respect to gender equality in areas such as education, political 

participation, and family-friendly policies (Foss, 2005). Moreover, the international woman‟s 

organization ranked Norwegian women to be one of the most skilled women in the world 

when it comes to adapting and exploiting opportunities (World Economic Forum, 2007). 

However, one big challenge still remains. Despite the fact that men and women in Norway 

formally have received equal rights, women are still underrepresented in more prominent 

positions in the private sector. Foss (2005) questions why there are so few female top 

executives despite the fact that Norway, apparently, is a leading nation within gender equality. 

In an attempt to broaden the understanding of women‟s under-representation in more senior-

level positions, we would like to gather Norwegian female managers‟ perception of the 

situation, based on their own experiences and reflections. Therefore, we have come up with 

the following research question: 

 

How do Norwegian female managers perceive their professional career?  Based on their 

assessment, how can organizations obtain gender equality? 
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Interestingly, a report on gender equality in Norway states that developments in Norway are 

relevant to understand how gender equality can be achieved internationally (Nordic Gender 

Institute, 2009). According to this report, Norway and the Nordic countries are in a sort of 

„experimental zone‟ regarding gender equality, where knowledge developed within the region 

is of special importance for the global community. Therefore, we found Norway to be a 

particularly interesting case for further investigation, not only from a national viewpoint, but 

also from a global perspective. 

 

1.3 Reflections of Gender Equality in Norway 

Norwegian women made their move into the labour market in the 1970‟s. Since then, the 

proportion of female workers has steadily increased. Today, almost an equal amount of men 

and women take part in the workforce (SSB, 2010). The amount of women completing higher 

education has increased dramatically from the 1980‟s. Today more women than men take 

examination at the university level (SSB, 2010). A report issued by the United Nations 

(Committee on Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2003) states that Norway is a 

paradise for women. However, the real picture is not quite as glorious as it sounds. The 

exclusion of women from leadership positions with high degree of influence and power has 

been a much-debated phenomenon. Two out of three Norwegian managers are men, and they 

earn on average 15 percent more than women. Among 43 percent of female participants in the 

labour market work part-time, most of them involuntarily, while the same number for men 

only counts 13 percent (LSS, 2010). The lack of female managers in more senior positions is 

a subject that is not yet fully understood. Partly because it is a relatively new discussion, and 

partly because not a lot of research has been conducted within this field. Interestingly, the 

advancement of women is seen to have significant impact on the growth of nations (World 

Economic Forum, 2007). In an increasingly globalized and competitive market it is becoming 

more and more important to close the gender gap, and leverage the talent of both men and 

women.  

1.3.1 Characteristics of the Norwegian labour market  

Norway is an industrialized country with a high standard of living. Gender equality has been 

an important objective in the comprehensive reform of welfare policies over the last 25 years. 

There have been invested substantial public resources on family policy arrangements to 

facilitate the balance of paid work and family responsibilities for both genders (Ellingsæther 
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& Leira, 2004). Despite numerous political initiatives and being one of the most egalitarian 

countries in the world, the Norwegian labour market is one of the most gender-segregated in 

Europe (Nordic Gender Institute, 2009). As shown in table 1 below, while over 30 percent of 

the men reported working within the industrial, craft, building and construction sector, less 

than 10 percent of the women reported the same. Another area that is strongly represented by 

men is the banking, insurance, finance and IT sector, where almost 11 percent of the men and 

only 5 percent of the women reported working within the field. In general, men seem to be 

overrepresented in the private sector, while women are over-represented in the public sector 

(Nordic Gender Institute, 2009). Interestingly, the report finds little evidence to indicate that 

the gender segregation in the country has decreased over the last twenty years, which makes 

the need for additional knowledge even more crucial.  

 

Norway has achieved gender equality on two out of four dimensions, namely „health and 

survival‟ and „educational attainment‟ scoring 1.00. When it comes to the other two 

dimensions, „economic participation and opportunities‟ and „political empowerment‟, 

improvements still need to be made, scoring 0.75 and 0.464 respectively (World Economic 

Forum, 2007). Table 1.2 below, tells us that more women than men are enrolled in tertiary 

education, where an equal amount of women and men are listed as professional and technical 

workers. Interestingly, the level of female legislators, senior officials and managers only 

amount to 29 percent, while the number of female professionals and technical workers are 50 

percent. This might indicate an unexploited source of female talents (Nordic Gender Institute, 

2009).   
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On a scale from 1 to 7, Norwegian women scored 5.57 on the ability to rise to positions of 

enterprise leadership (Nordic Gender Institute, 2009).  These numbers imply that even the 

most gender-equal country in the world still has a need for improvements before women can 

enter powerful positions on equal terms as men.  

Interestingly, women seem to be underrepresented in the private sector, where the wages and 

opportunities for advancement are higher compared to the public sector. As illustrated above 

men are still seen to possess the most prestigious and powerful positions (Nordic Gender 

Institute, 2009). In order to explain the situation two main arguments pertain. On one hand, 

managing positions in the private sector require education that still is mainly dominated by 

men, such as engineering and economics, indicating that women might lack interest in these 

sectors (Kvande and Rasmussen, 1994). On the other hand, the public sector is seen to punish 

women to a less extent, both socially and economically, compared to the private sector 

(Teigen, 2006). Interestingly, the author found that while men in the private sector tend to 

earn more than men in the public sector, women in the public sector tend to earn more than 

women at the same level in the private sector. These findings suggest that corporate practices 

in the private sector are less welcoming towards female workers. In line with this argument, 

Kvande and Rasmussen (1994) found that Norwegian women are facing more challenges than 

men throughout their career, where both corporate practices and social factors are seen to 

effect women‟s ability to reach senior level positions. Interestingly, women who work within 

arenas that traditionally have been controlled by men are even more likely to face barriers. 

This finding suggests that male-dominated organizations are less welcoming to women.  
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1.3.2  The influence of national culture on gender equality 

Despite popular assumptions about global management, cultural differences in style are found 

to exist (Hofstede, 1998). Since relationship is affected by national culture, and as 

management is about human relations, management is affected by cultural values. Since most 

of the existing research on women and management emerge from the U.S., cultural 

differences between Norway and the U.S. should be considered while reading this paper. 

Researchers argue that the Norwegian culture is less individualistic, thus more collectivistic, 

compared to the American culture (Hofstede, 1998). Birkelund and Sandnes (2003) argue that 

the Norwegian feminine culture, with its strong focus on balancing work and family life, has 

affected the institutional and political perspective to become less market oriented. The welfare 

state permits women to leave the labor market without losing their economic support or their 

future employment possibilities. The family-friendly policy found in Scandinavia is even 

argued to have caused gender discrimination (Hansen, 1995; Kalleberg & Reskin, 1994). The 

explanation for this is that these initiatives, such as twelve months fully paid maternity leave, 

is likely to affect women‟s career more than men‟s, since women utilize and are expected to 

utilize such offers to a larger extent than men (Birkelund and Sandnes, 2003). The American 

individualistic and market oriented culture affects the institutional and political perspective in 

a more positive way according to the authors. A tough enforcement of an „Equal Opportunity 

Policy‟ and a legacy of fairness seem to have helped American women to gain access to 

managerial positions, making gender differences smaller than in other countries (Birkelund 

and Sandnes, 2003). On the other hand, it is important to mention that Norwegian women 

have a huge advantage when it comes to building a professional career, compared to women 

in other industrialized countries. Norway is one of few countries that provide comprehensive 

systems that guarantee partly subsidized kindergartens and after-school care for all children. 

In an attempt to balance gender inequity, Norway has also recently introduced 14-weeks 

paternity leave to increase the incentives for fathers to spend more time caring for their 

children, to reduce the gender differences (Likestillingsdirektoratet, 2010).  

 

1.3.3 The influence of national regulations on gender equality  

According to the Center for Equality (2006), men and women should have equal rights, 

opportunities and responsibilities in all aspects of society. In 2009, only 4 out of 224 CEO‟s 

represented on the Norwegian Stock Exchange were women.  In addition, men possessed 
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more than four out of five top management positions, where female leaders mostly were seen 

at the middle management level in positions typically related to feminine characteristics, such 

as administration and human resource (SSB, 2010).  Considering the extent of gender equality 

in Norway, this number is weak compared to other developed countries in the western world 

(ibid.). On the other hand, Norwegian policymakers have done a lot to ensure gender equality. 

First, Norway has a law on equality to ensure that men and women have equal rights in 

society. In addition, from January 2004 company legislation provisions concerning board 

representation for all state-owned companies are obligated to hold 40 percent of both genders 

at the board of directors. Further, from January 2006 the government introduced the same law 

for public limited companies (Odelstingsproposisjon, no. 97 2002-2003). Based on the 

arguments above, Norway is an especially interesting case of study when attempting to 

identify barriers for women to reach more senior management positions. The reason is 

because the country formally has reached gender equality (Centre for Gender Equality, 2006).  

 

1.4 Delimitations 

 

The main goal for this research paper is to create a comprehensive picture of female managers 

in male-dominated organizations in Norway. The reason why we find this topic interesting is 

firstly because there has been insufficient research on the subject in the past. Therefore, one of 

the purposes for this thesis is to summarize and evaluate existing theories and research on the 

theme. Through this study we attempt to identify successful female managers‟ career path, 

their leadership style, their personal strength and weaknesses, as well as their experiences of 

organizational challenges and opportunities. We have chosen to delimit this thesis to focus on 

Norwegian female manager‟s perception of women‟s career opportunities in non-public 

companies within male dominated industries. The aim is to better understand why the 

representation of female managers and executives is so limited. Our interviews were 

conducted on 19 middle managers and executives from six different non-public organizations 

within the following industries; banking, risk management, construction, chemical industry 

and power and automation technology industry. More specifically, this paper attempts to 

reveal the potential difficulties women are likely to encounter in their professional careers. 

In the English-speaking language management theories make an explicit distinction between 

the concept of "leadership" and "management". However, we will not make a clear distinction 

between the two phenomena in this paper. Furthermore, it is not our intention to give a 
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detailed presentation of the concept of leadership, or diverse leadership theories in the history 

of science. Leadership as a concept will be discussed in relation to the gender aspect. 

Management will be discussed in relation to holding a position.   

Finally, in this study we share and discuss the experiences the female managers told through 

the in-depth-interviews. Our purpose is to understand and explore the different aspects of the 

phenomenon, and not to create a generalized study. We do not attempt to explain the 

phenomenon for all Norwegian women; instead we are trying to create awareness about 

gender-based barriers and possible implications this may have on female leadership and the 

representation of female managers in Norway. This paper will be a contribution to everyone 

who thinks gender equality in the labour market is of importance. Businesses and 

organizations that wish to understand how to better extract their talent pool will also benefit 

from this study. However, this paper might only contribute to a small part of the explanation 

for the female underrepresentation in more senior positions. Nevertheless, ultimately it is 

important to recognize the small pieces in order to understand the larger picture.  

 

1.5. Structure of the paper 

 
Chapter 1 is designed to establish a broad understanding of the research field. The thesis starts 

with an introduction to the topic, which leads us to the research question. The research 

question makes the foundation for the outline of the paper structure, which will restrict our 

literature, structure the analysis and discussion, and lead us to come up with the final 

conclusion and reflections. Further, we clarify the background of the study, which is followed 

by some reflections of gender equality in Norway, where characteristics of the Norwegian 

labour market is introduced. Lastly the influence of national culture on gender equality and 

the influence of national regulations on gender equality are illustrated. 

Chapter 2 explains the theoretical framework selected in relation to our topic. The chapter is 

divided in two parts. First, we attempt to create an overview of existing theory on the field of 

women and leadership. Secondly, we seek to explore why there are so few female leaders 

represented in more senior-level management positions, where we strive to identify gender-

based barriers for women to overcome and grow in male dominated organizations. This 

section attempts to reveal potential difficulties women may encounter in the course of their 
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professional career within three main areas: social barriers, organizational barriers, and 

personal barriers.  

Chapter 3 describes our methodology and research design. The methodical approach will be 

presented in relation to our chosen method. Further, we will describe the steps we have 

conducted for the in-depth interviews, including illustrations of the entire process from 

recording and note taking, to the categorization of different subjects, which will form the 

basis for the analysis.  

Chapter 4 presents our main findings from the interviews we conducted. These findings are 

structured in two main themes. In 4.1 Women and leadership, the respondents describe their 

own ambition and motivation, their leadership style, leadership characteristics they find 

important, and leadership characteristics they admire in men. Second, in section 4.2 Gender-

challenges and opportunities, the respondents‟ perception of individual challenges, individual 

opportunities, organizational challenges and organizational opportunities are presented. Both 

sections include descriptive quotes and arguments from the interviews. 

Chapter 5 contains a discussion and analysis of our findings in relation to the academic 

literature presented in the literature review. Four approaches for how to obtain gender equality 

in organizations are presented. The four approaches are divided in two sections; first, the 

traditional approach to gender and gender equality, and second, the nontraditional approach 

to gender and gender equality. Within the traditional view three strategies pertains, fix the 

woman, value the feminine, and create equal opportunities, which all are found to be 

insufficient. The fourth strategy, access and revise work culture, takes on a nontraditional 

view to gender and organizational change, which is found to be the most appropriate and 

advantageous way to reach gender equality.  

  

Chapter 6 includes conclusions and recommendations. 
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
The theory presented in this chapter will be the basis for the creation of our interview guide, 

which finally will lead us to answer our research question.  In this paper we have chosen to 

use parts of Alvesson and Due Billing‟s (2009) recent literature „Understanding gender in 

organizations‟ as directions to ensure a comprehensive and valid composition of existing 

theory. Based on our research question we have chosen to divide our literature review in to 

sections, which will be the theoretical foundation for this paper. To see the overall picture of 

the literature review selected, we have created a model as shown in figure 2.1 below.  

 

  

The first section, section 2.1, attempts to create a comprehensive understanding of genders, 

where the concept is defined and where existing theories on gendering processes are 

reviewed. Further, theories on leadership and women and leadership are presented. In the 

second section, section 2.2, an overview of gender-based barriers for women to attain 

management positions is introduced. First, social barriers are reviewed where social 

definitions of masculinity and femininity, gender stereotyping and stereotyping in Nordic 

countries are described. Second, institutional barriers present three explanatory factors; 
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organizational culture, organizational structure and organizational policy. Third, individual 

and interactional barriers are presented, where gender based bias in expectation, exclusion of 

women from social interaction, women and identity aspects, work/family responsibilities, and 

women and their ambitions is as seen as potential explanation factors 

There seems to be a neglect of gender discrimination in traditional organization and 

leadership theories, where leadership mostly is defined as gender neutral. This may be seen as 

a paradox, considering the fact that most leaders throughout the history and across countries 

and cultures have been and still are men. The theory on gender and leadership is mostly 

presented through theories on women and leadership, where literature on the subject has 

increased during the least 30 years, both in Norway and internationally (Brandser, 1993; 

Kvande & Rasmussen 1994; Johannessen, 1994; Drake & Solberg, 1995; Jensen, 1999). 

Within this specific literature the understanding of “gender” and the understanding of 

“leadership” is profound.  

 

2.1 Theories on gender 

The World Health Organization uses the word “gender” to refer to the "socially constructed 

roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for men 

and women" (WHO, 2009). This definition is in line with social sciences and gender studies, 

which both see gender as socially constructed. According to these theories, gender may be 

seen as the broad set of characteristics that differentiate between male and female, extending 

from sex to social role or gender identity. Alvesson and Due billing (2009) identify three 

major points that studies on gender seem to center around. First, the understanding of gender 

is relevant in order to understand all social relations, institutions and processes. Second, 

genders are seen as social constructions. Lastly, gender relations seem to represent a problem 

as they are characterized by inequality. It is anticipated that gender is not naturally given but 

rather a result of cultural and historical development. Gender can therefore be radically 

changed through human action (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). Gender inequality is the 

obvious or hidden disparity between individuals due to gender and stems from distinctions, 

whether empirically grounded or socially constructed. According to the Center for Equality 

(Likestillingssenteret, 2006) is gender equality about justice. It means to tear down power 

structures based on gender, reduce the gender based work allocation, and eliminate gender 

stereotypical behavior.  Gender equality does not mean that genders are, or should be, the 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Man
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same. It means that men and women should have the same rights, opportunities and 

responsibilities on all aspects in society (ibid). For these reasons, we will attempt to identify 

inequality processes that may hamper women‟s professional career, and come up with more 

gendered-neutral solutions.  

2.1.1 Gendered processes  

“Gendered processes” are seen as, “advantages and disadvantages, exploitation and control, 

actions and emotions, meaning and identity that are patterned through, and in terms of, 

distinctions between male and female, masculine and feminine” (Acker, 1990, 146). The 

process of creating a gender might take place on three different levels: in society (the macro 

level), within organizations (the meso level), and when people interact (the micro level). 

Gendered processes can create gender inequalities in each of the three levels, as presented in 

section 2.2 gender-based barriers. According to Acker (1992), gendering process in 

organizations (the meso level) reproduces the male dominance in society by creating 

distraction between male and female areas, where men and masculinity is ranked above 

women and femininity. This statement implies that gender inequality in society has its origin 

in the organization. Acker (1992) explain gendered organizations through four sets of 

processes. In the first process the production of gender divisions of jobs, hierarchies and 

power are described. The second process is the creation of symbols, images and forms of 

consciousness that explain, justify or oppose the gendered divisions. The third process 

consists of the interactions between women and men, women and women, men and men that 

enact dominance and subordination, and create alliances and exclusions. The fourth process 

concerns the internal mental work of individuals as they consciously construct their 

understanding of the organization‟s gendered structure of work and opportunities and the 

demands for gender-appropriate behavior and attitudes (Acker, 1992; Cockbum, 1991). This 

includes creating the appropriate gendered personae or, in our case, gendered professional 

identity.  

 

2.2  Theories on gender & leadership styles 

This section will first present the three traditional categories of leadership, namely 

transformational, transactional and laissez-faire leadership styles. Next, descriptions of 

women‟s approach to leadership in relation to the three categories are presented. Finally, a 
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call for new ways to lead in an increasingly globalized world is seen to create opportunities 

for women. Interestingly, the „new world‟ is seen to be in need of feminine leadership.  

2.2.1 Leadership styles 

Modern leadership theories classify three main categories of leadership styles, 

transformational, transactional and laissez-faire, which are widely used in studies on 

leadership (Bogler, 2001; Burns 1978). Transformational leadership is a process that creates 

changes and transforms individuals. This style has the ability to get people to want to change 

and to improve for the better (Northhouse, 2001). Transformational leaders are sophisticated 

and they establish themselves as role models by gaining the trust and confidence of their 

subordinates. This leadership style is innovative, it clearly states future goals, and develops 

plans for achieving these goals. Through mentoring, empowering, and encouraging, 

subordinates get to reach their fullest potential and become more effective contributors to the 

organization (Alvesson & Billing, 2009). Bass, (1997) argues that transformational leadership 

is universally applicable. He proposed that regardless of culture, transformational leaders 

inspire followers to exceed own self-interests for the good of the organization, where 

followers become motivated to expend greater effort than they would usually do. 

Transactional leadership includes clarification of responsibilities, rewarding subordinates for 

attaining objectives, and correcting them for failing to meet these objectives (Alvesson & 

Billing, 2009). Antonakis, et al. (2003) categorized the transactional leadership into three sub 

scales, namely, contingent rewards, management by exception (active) and management by 

exception (passive). Contingent rewards refer to leaders who use rewards to achieve results 

(Nicholson, 2007). Alvesson and Billing (2009) argue that through mentoring and 

encouraging transactional leaders are shown to develop their subordinate‟s fullest potential 

and thereby develop more capability to the organization. Management by exception (active) 

refers to leaders who actively monitor the work of followers and make sure that standards are 

met. Leaders characterized as managing by exception (passive) wait to take action until 

mistakes are brought to his or her attention, or wait until problems become serious 

(Antonakis, et al. 2003). Alvesson and Billing (2009), characterized laissez faire leadership as 

virtually non-existent leadership, where the leader is absent as a manager. Laissez-faire 

leaders offer no feedback or support to the follower, and use a “hands-off” approach to 

leadership (Northouse, 2001).  
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2.2.2 Women and leadership styles 

The research literature that compares men and women‟s leadership styles has given 

interesting outcomes. The study of Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001) suggests that men 

display more passivity and more laissez-faire leadership style than women. Female managers 

were seen to adopt a transformational leadership style to a higher degree than men, especially 

concerning mentoring their followers and looking after them as individuals. Transformational 

leadership is seen to be more in line with expectations of the female role, because of its 

genderless qualities. This leadership style is therefore seen as especially advantageous to 

women (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Women‟s use of transformational leadership 

may therefore be direct effects of the pressure women have felt from their followers to act 

more in accordance with their gender. Other researchers have underlined this argument, and 

found that subordinates perceive greater correspondence between leaders‟ feminine 

personality attributes and their transformational style than their transactional style (Hackman, 

Furniss, Hills, & Patherson, 1992; Ross & Offermann, 1997). Further, Eagly, Johannesen-

Schmidt & Van Engen (2003) found that female leaders were more engaged in the contingent 

reward behavior, which is seen as one of the components of transactional leadership style. 

Still, gender roles are seen to influence leadership style to some degree. Female managers 

may be seen as more interpersonally oriented, democratic, and transformational than male 

leaders who may be more task-oriented and autocratic. The assumed incongruence between 

the female gender role and the leadership role in general can make it more difficult for women 

to manifest an agentic leadership style. However, Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt, (2001) 

emphasize that any difference between women and men who occupy the same role are 

unlikely to be particularly large in size, due to the restricted aspects of leadership roles and the 

determined expectation linked to a position. 

 

2.2.3 Call for new ways to lead  

As society changes into an increasingly globalized world, organizations are calling for new 

and more proper ways to lead their operations. These needs are assumed to be more congruent 

with women‟s orientations to leadership in two ways, according to Alvesson and Billing 
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(2009). Firstly, businesses of today need more flexibility and rapid reactions, due to faster 

changes in the market place. In this case more efficient communication, teamwork and 

cooperation practices across borderlines call for more decentralization, and less hierarchic and 

bureaucratic structures. Grant (1988) suggests that female managers may contribute in 

communication and cooperation, affiliations and attachment, power and intimacy and 

nurturing in particular. The arguments for such claims are that women, from early age, have a 

lot of practice in communicating and caring for others, and are therefore often good at it. In 

that way it is argued that women hold a more cooperative behavior. Secondly, women see 

power differently than men (Grant, 1988). Instead of seeing power as an opportunity to 

dominate and to control, women see power as a capacity that is much more relational and less 

individualistic. Further, Helgesen (1990) argues that women are more flexible, have stronger 

intuition and ability to be empathic, which can be useful in order to create a more productive 

work-climate. Rosener (1990) mentions that women exercise power in a more productive 

way, have stronger ability to mobilize human resources, encourage creativity and work 

towards a more decentralized organizational structure. Fletcher (1994) recognizes 

vulnerability as a critical factor to explain why women may possess different leadership 

abilities than men. Women are seen as more open to express feelings such as self-doubt and 

inadequacy, which on one hand reduces women‟s self-confidence, but on the other hand 

allows more self-disclosure and the ability to identify weaknesses both personally and 

organizationally. The different psychologies of men and women might result in different 

approaches to problems. Women may therefore introduce new sets of beliefs, critically 

evaluate existing norms and promote change (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009).  

 

2.3 Social barriers 

Alvesson and Due Billing (2009) identify three different levels of understanding gender 

division of labour and the barriers women are likely to encounter, social barriers, institutional 

barriers and individual barriers. The first level, which will be presented in this section, focuses 

on a macro perspective, where gender specific norms and expectations in society are seen to 

create „masculine‟ and „feminine‟ division of labour.  

 

2.3.1 Gender division of labour  



”HOW TO OVERCOME GENDER-BASED BARRIERS FOR ENTRY INTO THE 21ST CENTURY” 

 

 26 

A key term within the gender literature is the gender division of labour. Early traditions of 

labour contributed to the sex sterotyoing of work we see today, where socially important jobs 

were given a masculine interpretation in society (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). Women‟s 

work throughout history has been described by Novarra (1980) as six main tasks: to bear 

children, to feed them and the family, to clothe them, to care for the small, sick and elderly, to 

be responsible for the upbringing of children and to take care of the home. Interestingly a 

large part of women‟s work is still related to these six tasks (Alvesson & Due billing, 2009), 

where men and women in industrialized countries possess different occupations and work 

tasks. The social construction of masculinities and femininities in our culture can help explain 

the gendered division of labour. Most people are believed to confirm to gender specific norms 

and expectations in society, to a certain degree (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). The process 

in which children develop “masculine” and “feminine” characteristics, like preferences, skills, 

behavior, personality and self-concepts is referred to within psychology as sex typing. One of 

the most applied psychological measures of femininity and masculinity is called the Bem Sex 

Role Inventory (BSRI), and was conducted at Stanford University (Bem, 1981). Traits that 

were found to define femininity were: soft, loyal, cheerful, compassioned, shy, sympatric, 

affectionate, sensitive to the needs of others, flatterable, understanding, eager to calm hurt 

feelings, soft spoken, warm, tender, gullible, childlike and gentle. Fels (2004) emphasizes that 

interestingly femininity is mostly described through the relation with others, where women 

always appear to provide something for another person, and avoid credit and recognition. The 

BSRI traits that defined masculinity were: self-reliant, strong personality, forceful, 

independent, analytical, defends one‟s beliefs, athletic, assertive, has leadership abilities, 

willing to take risks, make decisions easily, self-sufficient, dominant, willing to take a stand, 

aggressive, act as a leader, individualistic, competitive and ambitious (Fels, 2004). Several 

authors argue that professional and technical expertise in general, are mostly described as 

masculine where autonomy, hierarchy, and brotherhood among members are profound 

(Burris, 1996; Stivers, 1993). Kanter (1977) argues that women do not seem to fit the leader 

role as men do, where they face the challenge of either possessing too masculine and harsh 

characteristics or too feminine and soft qualities. Women leaders with too masculine 

characteristics may be seen as competent, but not likable, where too feminine characteristics 

may be perceived as likable but not competent (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  However, as society 

changes and becomes more influenced by gender equality, Alvesson and Due Billing (2009) 

emphasize that sex typing of labour may diminish.  
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According to Alvesson and Due Billing (2009), masculine and feminine manners in social 

relations and workplace interactions are found to define and guide appropriate gender 

behavior. The constructions of masculinities and femininities are seen to take place on 

multiple levels. At a macro perspective, cultural norms and expectations in society relate 

masculinity and femininity to different positions and sectors. At the meso-level, masculine 

and feminine manners in social relations and workplace interactions are found to define and 

guide appropriate gender behavior, which will be described in section 2.2.2. At the micro 

level, established clues for sex-specific and identity-confirming actions take place, which will 

be explained in section 2.2.3 (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009) 

2.3.2 Gender stereotyping in society  

Gender stereotypes are seen as simplified generalizations of individuals or groups of people, 

about gender characteristics, differences, and roles. Stereotypic behavior is believed to occur 

automatically, and creates prejudice
 
against individual group members when stereotypes 

against their group do not fit the characteristics associated with success in certain positions 

(Eagily & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Research shows that gender stereotypes have 

traditionally held beliefs that rate more competence with men than women (Broverman, 

Vogel, Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1972; Williams & Best, 1990). The processes of finding the 

most suited worker for a particular position are influenced by images of the successful 

manager (Acker, 2009). Traditional images of successful leaders are stereotypically seen as 

masculine, and possess characteristics as strength, aggressiveness and competitiveness 

(Kanter, 1977) as discussed in the previous section. Acker (2009) emphasizes that such 

images may constitute a major barrier to women‟s entry intro top-level positions, particularly 

in the private sector (Catalyst, 2007; Ridgeway, 2001). Gender stereotyping of women 

influence people to believe that women are less agentic, assertive and instrumental, and more 

communal, warm and unselfish in their leadership compared to men (Eagly & Carli, 2003). 

Role incongruity theory sees communal qualities as inconsistent with characteristics of 

successful leaders, which are believed to be more agentic (Deaux & Kite, 1993). The 

judgment of women is therefore likely to be incongruent with the characteristics that are seen 

as necessary in leadership positions. This again can prevent women from higher status, and 

powerful jobs (Eagly & Carli, 2003).  

These findings suggest that women have to work harder and to perform better then equal 

competent men, to make up for the negative assumptions.  Even though Ridgeway (2001) 
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argue that gender stereotypes have become more positive towards women in recent years, 

gender stereotyping still prevails.  A recent study done by Catalyst (2007) discovered the 

existence of stereotyping in European and American businesses, where female leaders had to 

work harder than men at the same level to achieve similar rewards, and to be recognized as 

equally competent. Unfortunately, such stereotyping is difficult to recognize. Carter, et al. 

(2008) found gender stereotyping to be positively correlated with gender egalitarianism. The 

authors suggest that in Nordic cultures, men‟s stereotyping has significant potential to 

undermine women due to a stronger competition between genders for resources and labour. 

This argument is believed to be even more evident in male-dominated contexts. Other 

researches find similar results, suggesting that men would be less likely to relate positive 

stereotypes to women in situations where men are in direct competition with women (Kunda 

& Spencer, 2003; Wittenbrink et al., 2001). Based on social role theory (Eagly & Steffen, 

1984) the researches would expect to find the opposite, that stereotyping would be relatively 

low in more egalitarian cultures due to higher acceptance and equality between genders. 

However, Carter et al. (2008) suggest that female business leaders in Scandinavian countries 

may be more likely than women from less egalitarian societies, to be judged as ineffective at 

basic leadership tasks, such as intellectual stimulation, influencing superiors, problem-solving 

and role-modelling. Ridgeway (2001) on the other hand, adds that as more and more women 

are taking higher education and develop critical skills, more women gain confidence and 

adapt assertive characteristics to reach management positions, which might change the norms 

and standards for traditional, female stereotypes.  

 

2.4 Organizational barriers 

Gender inequalities on a meso level are seen to operate within the organization. Three 

theoretical stands are identified as important at this level: organizational culture, structural 

explanations, and organizational policy (Alvesson & Due Billing (2009). Organizational 

culture refers to the symbols, shared believes and norms that give directions for how workers 

should behave, and live their gendered lives. Structural explanation sees opportunity structure, 

power structures and the ratio of men and women in the organizations as important to 

understand gendered career patterns. Lastly, theories on organizational policy focus on how 

guiding principles create gender division of labour (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). The three 

stands are explained in more detail below.   
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2.4.1 Organizational culture 

Culture is the framework that guides action and social relations (Czarniawska-joerges, 1991). 

Culture smoothes the movement of social life, but it may also constrain behavior and 

interaction, as a superior group of people tend to dominate ideas, beliefs and assumptions 

(Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). In this way, women in male dominated organizations may 

face an extra challenge, to be expected to adapt to the superior group‟s behavior and thinking. 

All kind of organizational structure and processes are seen as expressions of cultural meaning, 

producing gender ideas, values and assumptions (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). Culture is 

expressed through social interactions, meeting and events in the company. Stories, artefacts 

and physical objects such as buildings, equipments, and office arrangements may also 

demonstrate guidelines and direction for proper behavior (ibid.). Leadership and management 

have traditionally been constructed in masculine terms, according to Schein (1973). If 

masculinity and femininity are seen as tightly connected to men and women, respectively, it 

can be unfortunate to women as it gives priority to biological sex instead of individual 

qualifications (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009).  

Conformity pressure – it is a pressure towards conformity in larger corporations. Limitations 

of uncertainty, a need for smooth communication, and common understanding of norms and 

regulations in management in larger organizations, may result in homogeneity among workers 

(Kanter, 1977). Strong pressure for similarity in understanding, style, cultural competence and 

language may exclude people who deviate from the established groups (Alvesson & Due 

Billing, 2009). According to the author women are more likely to experience uncertainty if a 

large majority of senior management is men. Further, women may have a harder time to be 

understood, as their talk, appearance and actions may create confusion and interpretation 

difficulties in established communities of men (ibid.).  

Exclusion and negative evaluation - Studies show that men in mixed-sex groups are asked to 

contribute more, talk more, make more suggestions, display more visual dominance and 

aggressive gesture, use less tentative speech, and show more dominance than women 

(Ridgeway, 2001). Acker (2009) also found men to be more dominant, and emphasizes that 

men may devaluate and exclude women by not listening or showing interest to their 

viewpoints in meetings. In relation with these two findings, researchers have shown that 

women‟s contributions in mixed-sex groups are more likely to be ignored and to evoke 
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negative reactions from others in the group (Butler & Geis, 1990; Propp, 1995). Not 

surprisingly, gender differences in behavior tend to be even more exaggerated in male-

oriented contexts like within engineering and construction (Wagner & Berger, 1997). Acker 

(2009) mentions men might exclude women from social interactions after work. These 

findings suggest dominant gestures and exclusion of women in male dominated contexts can 

represent a considerable barrier for women. As a result, women may not feel comfortable 

sharing suggestions and ideas in groups dominated by men, which again can hinder women 

from gaining respect, receiving recognition, and ultimately from reaching top management 

positions.  

2.4.2 Structural explanation 

Opportunity structure - Structural factors include organizational opportunity structure, 

organizational structure of power and proportional representation of women. The opportunity 

structure is explained as men and women‟s chances to advance in the organizational 

hierarchy. Men and women are consistently believed to use gender-based assumptions about 

people they interact with in their every day work (Acker, 2009). Unaware of stereotyping may 

result in gendered practices of assigning men to line positions and women to staff positions. 

As top manager positions often require people with line experience, who are familiar with 

core processes in the company, women are indirectly excluded from top positions (Acker, 

2009). Acker (2006) gives an example of informal practices that can lead to gender inequality 

processes. In her study of a Swedish bank in the 1980s she found that men and women at the 

same job level were assigned different tasks by their supervisor. Men were given duties that 

resulted in promotions while women did not. This finding was also identified by Pierce (1995) 

who argued that women may more often be given the role of supportive, mothering aides, 

while men more often are recognized as junior partners in the firm. Further, differences in 

expectations to men and women in relation to display masculinity and femininity give men a 

natural advantage over women to reach powerful positions, according to Fels (2004). 

Expectation stats theory argues that individuals make use of available information to create 

expectations for other actors‟ performance. This theory predicts that women who claim 

authority in a mixed-sex group will meet resistance and dislike, which will affect their power 

and effectiveness as leaders. This holds especially in contexts traditionally associated with 

men (Ridgeway, 2001; Carli, 1990). Acker argues, “Women enacting power violate 
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conventions of relative subordination to men, risking the label of „witches‟ or „bitches‟,” 

(Acker, 2009; 208).  

Structure of power - this can have important effect for women‟s career prospects. Kvande and 

Rasmussen (1994) examined the impact of women‟s entry into the engineering sector in 

Norway and found that female engineers‟ opportunity for career advancement was depending 

on the type of organization they were working for. The authors describe two main 

arrangements for organizational structure, static hierarchies and dynamic networks. 

Organizations characterized as static hierarchies are found in stable markets, with a large 

degree of hierarchy in responsibility and decision-making processes. Organizations structured 

as dynamic networks have a less hierarchal structure, with loose job descriptions and 

restrictions. This structure is found in volatile markets, where job tasks and responsibilities 

are fluctuating as the market is changing. (Kvande & Rasmussen, 1994). Organizations with a 

hierarchical structure were found to have systematically better opportunities for men than 

women, where companies‟ with a flexible network structure were seen to have gender neutral 

opportunity structures. As previously discussed organizations can be seen as a context for the 

construction of masculinities and femininities, and create the type of masculinity that 

dominates the organization. Static hierarchy is characterized by organizations were older men 

have the power to decide which of the younger men is going to be promoted. Dynamic 

networks are characterized by organizations in a state of change with no rigid power structure, 

which offers younger employees the chance to manage power and influence (Kvande & 

Rasmussen, 1994). Other research shows that flat team-structures provide more opportunities 

and equality for women than hierarchical bureaucracies, given that the women function like 

men (Smith-Doerr, 2004; Acker, 2009).  

Proportional representation - Lastly, the proportional representation of women in the 

organizations is seen to effect women‟s career possibilities. In her study of female tokens in 

male dominated organization Kanter (1977) found that tokens were often misunderstood 

initially as a result of their statistical rarity. Further, the author found that men had a tendency 

to make demands of female managers as if they were secretaries. The dominant men tended to 

place women tokens into stereotypical roles, to make it easier for men to understand and 

respond to. Men‟s stereotyping of female tokens made it difficult for women to change 

incorrect assumptions. As a response to the time it took to correct mistaken impressions and 

stereotypes, women were lead to remain in their established positions, which are seen to 
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hamper advancement possibilities (Kanter, 1977). In addition, the author found female 

token‟s actions, and particularly their mistakes, to be particularly visible in the organization. 

High visibility had a tendency to increase women‟s performance pressure. Further, tokens 

were measured by two elements, both on how “as women” they carried out their role, and 

how “as workers” they lived up to images of womanhood. In this case, women were told that 

their performance could affect other women in the company, making them represent not only 

themselves but also their category. In some cases it did seem like technical abilities were 

blocked by physical appearance, making women work twice as hard to prove their 

competence (Kanter, 1977). Interestingly, while the tokens felt they had to do better than the 

dominants to be seen as equally competent as men, they also felt that their successes should 

not be rewarded and that it should be kept a secret.  As a result female managers did avoid 

credit for their contribution due to fear of retaliation if they made the dominants look bad 

(Kanter, 1977). Minimizing sexual attributes and feminine characteristics were another 

response among female managers, in an attempt to “blend in” and to adapt to the male culture. 

This attempt included avoiding public events, keeping silent at meetings and holding a low 

profile in the organization in general (Kanter, 1977).   

 

2.4.3 Organizational policy 

Several studies find support for gender bias in evaluation practices, where men and women 

are evaluated on different terms (Egaly, makhjiani & Klonsky, 1992, Morrison, White & Van 

Velsor, 1992; Ohlott, Rundeman & MacCautley, 1994; Ragins, Townsend & Mattis, 1998). 

The managerial role contains connotations of instrumental skills (Ridgeway, 2001). Studies 

show that high status members are seen as more instrumental and agentic than lower status 

members who were seen as more supportive and expressive (Gerber, 1996). Since the theory 

expects managerial status to be combined with gender status, the author argues that female 

manager will be evaluated less competent than similar male managers (Ridgeway, 2001). 

Carli (2006) underlines this view, and states that women must display extraordinary levels of 

competence to defeat any perceptions that women are less competent and lack the agency and 

leadership abilities men possess. Below, we will see that gender-bias in evaluation is believed 

to rate men higher than women both in resume and performance assessment. 

Evaluation bias - Expectation stated theory assumes that gender bias exist for resume 

evaluations. Meta-analysis of resume evaluation was found to have a modest tendency to 
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evaluate men more positively then women (Olian, Schwab, & Haberfeld, 1988). However, the 

effect of gender was found to be weaker than the effect of job-relevant qualifications.  Several 

other researches found similar results. Eagly et al. (1992) identified a tendency of resume 

evaluation biased towards men, particularly in conservative and masculine environments. The 

Goldberg paradigm experiment, showed that men were preferred over women for positions 

rated as male sex-typed and women over men for jobs rated as female sex-typed (Davison and 

Burke, 2000). Meta-analysis of evaluation studies of performance shows that the same task 

performance had a slight tendency to be evaluated more positively when it was produced by a 

man than by a woman if task domain was seen as masculine (Swim, Borgida, Maruyama, & 

Meyers, 1989). Gender differences in evaluation did not exist if task domain was seen as 

feminine. Eagly and Karau (1999) found that men were more likely than women to be 

selected as leaders, especially in strictly task-oriented positions. Women were found to have a 

slightly stronger advantage when the task was more feminine and social-oriented. To sum up, 

female leaders had to work harder than men to be seen as equally competent and to receive 

the same level of reward as men, both in task-oriented positions and in masculine contexts.  

Recruitment bias - Studies find evidence for gender bias in recruitment practices, where elites 

tend to reproduce themselves by including people like themselves and exclude others (Reskin, 

2003; Smith, 2002). Some hiring and promotion practices are likely to maximize the 

possibility that the chosen candidates are similar to those doing the hiring process. Hiring 

through social networks is found to be one of these practices, where the members are likely to 

possess similar characteristic, such as education, background, gender and interests (Acker, 

2009). The tendency for top executives to be drawn to people who resemble their kind or 

themselves is called homo-social reproduction. This phenomenon is also the focus in a study 

of a Swedish law firm (Acker, 2009). Findings from this study show that the recruitment of 

business leaders has a strong element of informal processes. It is important to note that these 

communities not only seem exclusionary to women, but also for men who do not fit the 

traditional prescription of a leader. Within the old-boy-network framework, members produce 

ideas about what characterizes good leadership skills based on qualities that have proven 

necessary to succeed in the past. Therefore members of these networks are more likely to be 

recruited to prestigious jobs throughout their career (Teigen, 2006). Why women are excluded 

from these networks can have various explanations: either men exclude them or women 

choose to stay outside because of time pressure and family responsibilities.  Thirty percent of 

the respondents in a Norwegian study, based on female engineers, answered „the old boy‟s 
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network‟ as one of the main explanation factors for the low proportion of women in top 

management positions. The conclusion was that men do not hire women; they hire someone 

more similar to themselves (Kvande & Rasmussen, 1994). This finding does not necessarily 

mean that men do not want to hire women, or that they themselves, and the people they 

already know.  

Lack of supportive network – Lack of supportive network is seen to be a crucial aspect for the 

underrepresentation of women in senior positions.  Supportive network is identified as one of 

the most important factors for creating opportunities and developing women‟s career 

(Ledwith and Manfredi, 2000). Justus et al. (1987) note that beside from competence and 

commitment, a professional career requires support from influential people to be promoted to 

higher positions. The authors suggest that support from female friends, mentors, and other 

colleagues are important factors for women‟s sustainment in higher positions. Patton (1990) 

observed that women are overcoming more barriers when entering a supportive network, 

which provide them with better mentoring and work opportunities. Supportive networks for 

woman can be built by fostering women‟s culture intentionally or by initiating professional 

development programs that can create opportunities for women to form network.  

Lack of mentoring - Mentoring is defined as the process by which the dependent is guided and 

influenced by a more experienced mentor (Alexander, 1990). Effective mentorship is seen to 

be one of the key areas that need to be improved to overcome barriers for women‟s 

advancement, because mentors are the persons that provide guidance and support for women 

in climbing the career steps (Brown, 2005). Good mentors are also seen as role models that 

help women modelling their own style of leadership – a woman‟s style rather than a man‟s 

(Brown, et al., 2002). New trend in conceptualizing mentorship is about co-mentoring. 

Research demonstrated that “mentorship and multiple mentoring relationships are invaluable 

in advancing women through the rank of higher position (Brown, 2005).  It is documented in 

literatures that co-mentoring is a proactive force that unites the mentor and mentee or a group 

of individuals in a reciprocal, mutual exchange that creates a context for the learning 

relationship. This structure can function as a catalyst for changing traditional practices, 

hierarchical systems and homogeneous cultures. Specifically, co-mentoring is a relational or 

feminist value that seeks to transcend status, power differences, and promote diversity by 

bringing women and minorities into the network. Similarly, collaborative mentoring offers a 

countercultural approach to well-established exclusivity: when practiced effectively, this kind 
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of mentoring mobilizes social equality among individuals of various statuses and ability 

levels, enabling productive synergy, (Mullen, 2006). 

 

 

2.5  Individual barriers  

Women are found to face more challenges than men also on the individual level. First, as long 

as management positions are seen as masculine, women may find it difficult to adjust to the 

expected role, balancing both masculine attributes and their gender expected feminine 

qualities (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). Second, if perceptions in society rate more 

competence to men than women, women are more likely to undervalue own contribution and 

ultimately lower the likelihood that they emerge as influential leaders (Ridgeway, 2001. 

Third, strong cultural imperatives associate with ambition and search for recognition with 

selfishness and lack of femininity are seen as another explanation why women give up their 

career (Fels, 2004). Lastly, women‟s additional responsibilities are seen to make female 

professionals carry a heavier work burden than most men in similar positions (Friedman and 

Greenhuse, 2000).  

2.5.1 Women & identity  

The understanding of masculinity and femininity can be understood at a social and an 

organizational level as previously illustrated. However, the understanding of masculinity and 

femininity may also be related to how people think about themselves and their options 

(Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). “Identity can be seen as a key reference point where cultural 

masculinities and femininities are being played out „on‟ individuals - through expectations 

and feedbacks – but also expressed, as people act based on their sense of who they are and 

what they want,” Alvesson and Due Billing (2009; 96). Identity is therefore developed, 

expressed and changed in a social and cultural context, and is adjusted in social interaction 

and in work behavior (ibid.). The way we define ourselves in terms of masculinities and 

femininities is to a large extend influenced by how others reward and sanction us for our 

behavior, according to the authors. The word others is here related to mass media, teachers, 

managers and so forth, but may also relate to people who are more close to us, like family and 

friends. People are believed to gender themselves and to be gendered by others. Many people 
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strive to keep a masculinity and femininity that are seen as gender-appropriate, in order to 

confirm their gender identity (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009). If management positions are 

seen as masculine, women may find it difficult to adjust to the position, balancing both 

masculine attributes and their gender expected feminine qualities (Alvesson & Due Billing, 

2009). This counts especially for management positions in male-dominated industries. The 

authors emphasize that modern forms of gender identities are more multifaceted and varied 

than they were a couple of decades ago. “The modern, professional, career-oriented women is 

certainly a social legitimate identity –although potentially problematic for women to adopt if 

it breaks too strongly with traditional ideas of femininities associated with sexual 

attractiveness and family orientation,” (Alvesson & Due Billing, 2009; 103).  

 

2.5.2 Self-other performance expectation  

The motivation to learn a skill or to pursue any endeavour, including an ambition, can be 

calculated along two dimensions; the value of the expected reward, and the likelihood of 

succeeding in attaining the goal (Fels, 2004). First, as previously discussed women are found 

to receive less recognition and poorer evaluations than men. Women are therefore more likely 

than men to conclude that goals are not rewarding enough to justify the effort required to 

reach them. Second, in order to succeed women must believe that they are likely to make it. If 

women‟s surroundings routinely underestimate their abilities, they will not attempt to reach 

their career goals even if the reward is highly desirable (Fels, 2004). This point is explained 

further below.  

Gender status implies that competence and skills shape men and women‟s expectations of 

own performance. Women are likely to lower expectations to own contribution if the general 

perception in society rates higher competence to men over women (Ridgeway, 2001). 

Performance expectation is shown to affect women‟s behavior, their evaluation of behavior 

and ultimately the likelihood that they emerge as influential leaders (Wagner & Berger, 1997). 

It is argued that people form assumptions about the value of what they can offer compared to 

the likely value of what others can offer, called self-other performance expectations 

(Ridgeway, 2001). Such performance expectations are believed to have self-fulfilling effects 

on people‟s behavior (Harris & Rosenthal, 1985; Miller & Turnbull, 1986). This means that 

when people have low expectations about their own contributions, compared to those of 

others, they are less likely to share suggestions and ideas. Furthermore, they are more likely to 
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ask for others‟ suggestions and to positively evaluate their ideas. People with low 

expectations towards their own ideas are more likely to accept influence from others and to 

change their own views in order to agree with the other party (Ridgeway, 2001). These 

findings imply that if perceptions in the society rate more competence to men than women, 

women are more likely to undervalue own contribution and to be more open for other‟s 

suggestions and influence in their decision-making. Interestingly, researches find less support 

for gender differences in task-related behavior when performance expectations for men and 

women are equalized. Furthermore, in same-sex groups with gender-neutral tasks, researches 

find no difference between gender‟s participation and task suggestions, or willingness to 

accept influence from others (Ridgeway 2001). These findings suggest that women in a male-

dominated context perform less due to lower performance expectations. Thus, it may be an 

example of a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

 

2.5.3 Women & ambitions  

In order to find out why so many women walk away from their opportunities, Fels (2004) 

conducted a research on women‟s ambition levels. In her study she found that women do not 

lack ambition, as women expect to master all kind of skills and earn recognition for it. 

Interestingly, the author found that women tend to give away their opportunities due to strong 

cultural imperatives that associate ambition and search for recognition with lack of femininity. 

For many women the word ambition implies “egoism, selfishness, self-aggrandizement, or the 

manipulative use of others for one‟s own ends” explains Fels (2004: 51). Women are assumed 

to receive less recognition for achievement and personal qualities that conflict with 

established views of femininity. As a result, women may deny their ambitions and give up 

their recognitions to men (Fels, 2004). Rimm (2000) identified in her study of successful 

women in America, that many successful women attribute their success to luck, emphasizing 

that their career are more or less like an unplanned journey.  A profound modesty over own 

success was quite profound in her study, where women eagerly shifted their credit elsewhere 

and rejected recognitions. Whether this shunning of recognition is due to socially constructed 

norms or that women just do not care for personal attention in the same way as men do is not 

known (Fels, 2004).  

 

2.5.4 Work/family responsibilities  
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Family responsibilities like taking care of housework and childcare have traditionally been, 

and still are, mainly assigned to women (Hansen, 2001). Despite the fact that more and more 

women participate in the work-force on equal terms as men, Norwegian women still do more 

of the childcare and household (SSB, 2009). Women‟s understanding of the mother-role may 

help explain their reluctance to give up responsibility at home. Researches have found that 

„mothers‟ strive to be in a strong, emotional relation with their child, and to be a constant 

source of care, emotional support, and physical availability (Friedman & Greenhause, 2000). 

It is not difficult to see that these criteria are in direct conflict with work-role demands, 

especially in more prominent management positions.  

Work requirement may vary across branches and organizational levels. Even so, workers are 

in most cases seen as an unrestricted member of the staff, who is fully dedicated to his or her 

work, and who does not have responsibility for childcare or family demands other than 

earning a living (Acker, 2009). Several researches have found that managers are often 

evaluated on “their face time” at work and their willingness to put work and the organization 

before family and friends (Hichshild, 1997; Jacobs and Gerson, 2004; Stone, 2006). As an 

example, Hansen (2001) found that single women earn considerably more than married 

women with children, as single women show more flexibility and commitment to their work. 

Fogg and Kallerud (1999) have conducted one of the largest researches on women and 

leadership in Norway. In their study, they found that top management positions require 

exceptionally demanding requirements, such as extensive availability to employees, the 

media, and other organizations with special interests in the company. Women‟s additional 

responsibilities are seen to make female professionals carry a heavier work burden than most 

men in similar positions. Friedman and Greenhuse (2000) underline this view and highlight 

that childless women are more psychologically involved in their work than workers with 

children. Etzkowitz and Gupta (2006) call this phenomenon the triple burden of home, career 

and a „sexist‟ workplace. As top management positions often demand long workdays and 

periodically excessive travelling, it can be difficult to combine work with a healthy family 

life. For these reasons fewer female leaders are represented in top management positions 

according to Wright, Baxter and Birkelund (1995).  

More and more organizations introduce family-policies to accommodate excessive work 

demands with home responsibilities. The problem is, however, that such benefits often are 

available to senior-level workers only (Acker, 2009). A better fit between paid work and the 
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necessary work of reproduction may improve the early careers of highly qualified women 

(Acker, 2009). On the other hand, more profound use of family-friendly policies may also 

increase gender inequalities when used by women with small children, as it creates a 

distinction between workers who utilize family-friendly programs and workers who chose to 

demonstrate commitment to their work (Acker, 2009). As an alternative, a supportive network 

can be built to create more flexibility for professional mothers, including family and friends, 

as well as formal and informal organizations.  Supportive networks may be more effective in 

promoting women‟s progression than people usually think. Researchers have found that 

conflicts are minimized when both members of a couple are supportive of each other, making 

them more cooperative and willing to share responsibilities (Bird & Bird 1986). 

 

2.6 Summary  

Based on our research question, we divided our literature review in two sections in order to 

first understand the theories on gender and leadership, and second to understand the theories 

about gender-based barriers. First defined gender, gender inequalities and gender processes. 

Next, theories on gender and leadership were presented which firstly described the three main 

categories of leadership styles, transformational, transactional and laissez-faire leadership. In 

relation to this we illustrated that that female managers are seen to adopt transformational 

leadership styles, which is found to be in line with expectations of the female role. As global 

completion intensifies, organisations are seen to value new and more feminine ways to lead, 

which can be an advantage for future female managers. Second, Alvesson and Due Billing 

(2009) identified three different levels of understanding gender division of labour and the 

barriers women are likely to encounter: social barriers, institutional barriers and individual 

barriers. At the first level, the social level, gender division of labor and gender stereotyping in 

society are seen to make it difficult for women to reach senior positions in male dominated 

industries. At the next level, the organizational level, organizational culture, structure and 

policy are seen to create difficulty for female managers to feel like an integral part on equal 

terms as their male colleagues. At the final level, the individual barriers are identified. This 

section includes women and identity, self-other performance expectations, women and 

ambitions and work/family responsibilities. 
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3.0  METHODOLOGY 

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the methodological approaches and research 

design selected for this study. The purpose of this chapter is to explain the scientific research 

method that can provide answers to the problem. According to Mehmetoglu (2004) method is 

an improvement process the researchers use to solve a problem. This is important if we want 

to enlighten an issue within social sciences. Therefore, how we perceive the respondent‟s 

experiences and version of reality has to be based on what they tell us about the phenomenon, 

gender-based barriers. In this chapter, we present and discuss the method we have employed 

during our work with this paper. It starts with an explanation of the scientific direction of the 

social science we have chosen to investigate. Furthermore, we describe the circular process of 

research where we get into the research design, data collection and data analysis. We end the 

chapter by explaining the assessment criteria: credibility, transferability, reliability and 

conformability. 

3.1 Research strategy 

Selection of research strategy has major consequences for the validity of the study. The 

research design functions to articulate the strategies and tools by and through which empirical 

data will be collected and analyzed. It additionally serves to connect the research questions to 

the data and articulate the means by which the research hypothesis shall be tested and the 

research objectives satisfied (Punch, 2000). In order to satisfy the stated, the research design 

has to proceed in response to four interrelated research problems. These are (1) the 

articulation and selection of the research questions; (2) the identification of the relevant data; 

(3) determination of data collection focus; and (4) the selection of the method by which the 

data will be analyzed and verified (Punch, 2000). 

 

3.1.1 Choice of Paradigm: Positivism and Interpretivism 

 

Research paradigm, which involves what we consider as acceptable knowledge is important 

because it tells us how to attain and use information, and gives us a guideline to what reality is 

(Bryman, 2008). According to Guba and Lincon (2004), a paradigm is a method of basis rules 

and principles that guide researcher through the research process. This means that the chosen 

methodologies, practices or data analysis techniques used will be dependent on the chosen 

paradigm. For this reason, it is important to get insight of the different paradigms in order to 
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shape a consistent research paper. Selection of methodology should be secondary to selection 

of paradigm (Guba and Lincoln [2004], after Mehmetoglu 2004). It exists different types of 

paradigms within social science, where two are more dominant today (Punsh [1998], after 

Mehmetoglu 2004). 

We will take viewpoints from both positivism and interpretivism, in order to explain our 

choice of research paradigm. The positive paradigm focuses on science and on scientific 

practices, which include generating measurable and generealizable facts. Positivism accepts 

only observable facts, and uses research to create theories and laws to predict or control 

events. A good positivist theory leaves no room for common sense, which is unobservable 

and therefore unscientific, and must be able to be observed and proven. According to this 

practice, the meaning behind human‟s action is to find the actual act, and according to 

Mehmetoglu (2004), it is the researcher‟s duty to discover this action. To be able to do this the 

researcher needs to focus on understanding the actions. The interpretive paradigm is paying 

more attention to understanding views and act of a person. Mehmetoglu (2004) uses the term 

interpretive, that is an understanding based on approximation. Interpretivism sees a difference 

between social and natural science, because social science is not made up of laws and 

theories, which can predict actions. Rather, human beings create meaning for what they 

believe is reality, and they use these meanings when they interact with others. This means that 

definitions of reality are continuously changing, and created by people. Therefore, interpretive 

research is used to understand how people create and construct this reality, and to understand 

how a group of people generate and sustain their meaning system.  The theories that people 

create to live out their everyday lives are based on their ideas of common sense, and it is the 

job of the social scientist to understand this thinking, and therefore interpret their meanings 

and actions from their point of view, Mehmetoglu (2004). 

Based on our research question, “How do Norwegian female managers perceive their 

professional career?  Based on their assessment, how can organizations obtain gender 

equality?” we find that the interpretive paradigm approach is suitable. In this paper, we are 

trying to uncover any hidden truths about the status quo and gender oppression, and how 

female managers in male dominated industries experience their professional career. Our aim 

is simply to understand their definition and experience of potential gender-based barriers, and 

to offer an insight into the effects of this experience on their desire to pursue leadership 

positions in their organization. 
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3.1.2 Choice of research approach: Deduction and induction 

 

There are two different approaches in scientific research methods and design: deductive (or 

“top-down”) approach or an inductive (or “bottom-up”) approach. One of the main 

differentiations between those two approaches is the role of theory versus the role of data.  

 

The deductive research follows a conscious direction from a general law to a specific case 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994). Deductive research scans theory (e.g. in a literature review), 

derives logical conclusions from this theory and presents them in the form of hypotheses (H) 

and propositions (P), tests these in an empirical setting and then presents its general 

conclusions based on the corroboration or falsification of the hypotheses and propositions that 

one generates (Arlbjørn and Halldórsson, 2002; Kirkeby, 1990). Thus, the deductive research 

approach is most suitable for testing existing theories, not creating new science (Arlbjørn and 

Halldórsson, 2002). Therefore, we find this approach not suitable for our research, as our aim 

is to reveal Norwegian female manager‟s perception of their professional career, to better 

understand their limited representation in male-dominated industries. This implies that our 

starting point is in our collected primary data, and we will not using theory in a vacuum. In 

the inductive research approach, where inductive logic follows the opposite path, it is not 

necessary to have any knowledge about a general framework or literature (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 1994). Instead, observations about the world will lead to emerging propositions 

and their generalization will lead to a theoretical frame (Kovács, Spens, 2005). The inductive 

research approach reasons through moving from a specific case or a collection of observations 

to general law, i.e. from data or facts to theory. The deductive and inductive research process 

is illustrated in figure 3.1 below.  
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The aim of this thesis, as mentioned above, is to explore how Norwegian female managers 

perceive their professional career, and based on their assessment, attempt to identify potential 

gender-based barriers, and come up with suggestions for how male-dominated organizations 

can obtain gender equality. Inductive reasoning is found to be the most suitable approach for 

our research question, as it reasons through moving from a specific case or a collection of 

observations to general law, i.e. from data or facts to theory. There are two essential steps in 

inductive research. The first is detective work, the tracking down of patterns and 

consistencies, by searching through a phenomenon looking for order (Goetz, LeCompte, 

1981). The second step is the creative leap. It would be impossible to test any interesting 

hypotheses if there was no generalization of data. Every theory requires that creative leap, 

where the researcher breaks away from what is already known to describe something new. 

There is no direct jump from data to theory. Researchers and not the data therefore generate 

theory, since the data can prove more than one theory to be true. All theories are false, 

because all theories are abstracted from data and simplify the world they claim to describe. 

However, we do not focus on the truth or untruth of theories, but choose between more or less 

useful theories, which stems from how well the detective work is done, and is followed by 

creative leaps in the desired directions (Mintzberg, 1979, p.584) 

 

3.2 Research design 

 

Researchers fall into three categories: purists, situationalists and pragmatists. Whereas purists 

think that qualitative and quantitative methods should not be mixed as each carries with it its 

own understanding of reality and knowledge; situationalists think it depends on the type of 
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question we are trying to answer, and acknowledges that both types of method can be 

combined at different points in the research process; and pragmatists aim to combine both 

methods, as they inform each other throughout the research process (Hathaway, 1995). We 

believe we are situationalist‟s researchers, as we do not think that any method is better or 

more truth validating than the other. We feel a more exploratory method is appropriate at this 

stage in the research process, where there is little previous research done on this relatively 

new topic, and the researcher needs to learner more about the subject. 

 

3.2.1 Type of method 

Considering our ontological view, we would choose an interpretive type of research, which 

requires researchers to immerse themselves into the situation, and try to understand it by 

becoming part of the phenomenon under study (Hathaway, 1995).  While positivist research 

looks for laws that will explain and structure reality, which is unrelated to and unaffected by 

the researcher, interpretive does not seek to create reality governing laws, as it believes that 

reality is different for each individual (Hathaway, 1995).  

Research methods is by Ringdal (2007) described as procedures and techniques to answer 

scientific questions and problems. There are two types of research strategies - qualitative and 

quantitative methods. Qualitative methods aim to go deeper and emphasize the importance, 

while quantitative methods are focused on the distribution and number (Thagaard, 2003). 

According Thagaard (2003) the objective of qualitative studies to gain an understanding of 

social phenomena, as understood by the people researcher is studying. In other words, one 

researcher will always search for answers to questions about social experiences, and opinions 

about social phenomena. Interpretation is therefore a central element of qualitative research 

(ibid). Steinar Kvale (1997) argues that the qualitative research interview attempts to bring 

out the meaning of human experiences, and reveal their experience of the world. 

It is important to choose the research strategy that best suited to clarify the problem in the 

study. Our purpose, theoretical basis and interest were to look for experiences females in 

management positions have gained through their positions as female managers in more male 

dominated organization. Second, we try to identify how some of the successful female 

managers have managed their way to the top, by identifying what they see as necessary 

leadership styles and strategies to overcome gender-based barriers for women to attain, 

maintain and grow in leadership positions. This comparison shows that our choice of 
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qualitative research methods was the right one, as we want to understand subjective 

experiences, and develop knowledge in a poorly understood area. It was therefore natural to 

collect empirical data based on qualitative methodology, in the form of a qualitative in-depth 

interview. Another characteristic of qualitative method is flexibility (Ringdal, 2007). This 

allows for both improvisation and creative situation adaptations. Qualitative methods are 

therefore suitable for topics there is little research on (Thagaard, 2003), because in such 

contexts is a requirement that the research is open and flexible. In Norway, there is little 

research on measures in relation to female leadership in male dominated industries and what 

strategies female employees uses to overcome hindrances and reach up to leadership 

positions. It is for that reason important to explore the area of transparency. This we will 

achieve by using qualitative methods. We want to understand how these women interpret their 

version of reality, and thus contribute to a further understanding of this subject. This idea is 

supported by the quote below from Lincoln (2002, p. 331). 

“Qualitative research is conducted not to confirm or disconfirm earlier findings, but rather to 

contribute to a process of continuous revision and enrichment of understanding or the 

experience or form of action under study”. 

A qualitative research interview means that the researcher uses conversation form to get oral 

information, stories and understanding around a specific theme (Widerberg, 2001). What 

separates research interview from an ordinary conversation, is that in the interview is the 

researcher who ask the question, while the informant replies. It is therefore not a conversation 

between equal participants, because the researcher controls the situation and selects the 

theme. As researchers, we have conscious purpose of the call, namely to obtain useful 

information that can clarify the problem and subject we are studying. To achieve this we 

conducted a semi-structured interview. This means that the topics we asked about were 

essentially determined in advance, but that the order could be determined on the way. This 

method is open to new input from the informants. It means we can follow the informant‟s 

story, as well as information about the topics we had determined in advance. Lund and 

Haugen (2006) point this out, when they say it is important that the informant will be able to 

speak openly and freely about what they are asked. 

 

 

3.2.2 The circular research process 



Gønul Guler & Nina Glende Johnsen  November, 2010 

 

 47  

The qualitative research methodology can be described as a circular research process, as 

shown in the figure below. Regardless of the paradigm or research strategy chosen, the 

research process consists of three phases: research design, data collection and data analysis 

(Mehmetoglu 2004). 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 depicts the various phases and the mutual activities that take place in the research 

process. We started by studying the literature on the chosen subject, and further developed a 

semi-structured in-depth interview, which later were conducted on 19 female leaders. Finally, 

we ended the process with transcribing the interviews and analyzing and discussing the 

collected data. From the figure 4.3 we see that the activities within the different elements are 

moving back and forth, which demonstrate the dependence between the phases and activities. 

We consider the use of the figure as a big advantage because it makes it possible to reflect on 

all aspects of the research process, which helps us produce a coherent and meaningful 

research. 

 

Research design phase  

Mehmetoglu (2004) describes research strategy as a tool researcher‟s use to light up the 

chosen research questioned and to ensure that the purpose of the research is met and reached. 

According to Selnes (1999), the research strategy appears as an overall plan for how the 

survey will be implemented. Understanding women in leadership positions in Norwegian 

male dominated organizations is a phenomenon we would like to study in order to identify 
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hindrance women face, but also to learn effective strategies and leadership skills to overcome 

hindrance. Both women seeking a career in male dominated organizations and companies 

attempting to increase the amount of women in top management positions may find this 

research paper useful. Our findings may also be found useful in further research papers. We 

will hereafter use Kvales (1997) “interview inspections seven stages” where we explain and 

describe data collection and data analysis phase below. 

 

Data collection phase  

In order to structure and systematize the collected data, we have based the process on Kvale 

(1997) seven principles of interview research. The stages consist of theme sorting, planning, 

interviewing, transcription, analysis, verification and reporting. We will get deeper in some of 

these stages in this chapter, but because of the scope of the methodology chapter, we have to 

exclude some of them. 

Understanding - Central to hermeneutics is that we always understand something based on 

certain assumptions (Gilje & Grimen, 1993). We always have with us our experiences and 

previous knowledge into understanding. In research, it is important to be aware of own 

understanding. It is therefore important that we try to have a reflective relation to their 

influence on the material through the research process. In that way we can be more open to 

what the informants comes within their understanding of what is studied. To ensure this, we 

have tried to be reflective about our full unbiased and unprejudiced feelings related to the 

study. It has helped that we have examined our own perspective and become aware of the 

feelings that are there. In that way we can better secure the loyalty towards informants 

descriptions, and the meaning can be better handled (Malterud 2004). 

Sample selection - When making a scientific investigation we can only investigate a segment 

of reality. This means that we must select a sample from the population. In our study, 

population will be all female managers who work within male dominated industries. In 

industries with same cultural background, it becomes possible to identify common 

characteristics and differences within different sectors.  Alvesson & Due Billing (2009; 3) 

argue that it is more meaningful to focus on complexity and variation in different industries, 

labor market, occupations and organizational cultures, rather than trying to arrive at an 

average picture for organizations and working life as a whole, when it comes to understanding 
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gender and organizations. Sample represents the population who are selected and used in the 

empirical part of the study. 

There are different types of selection procedures and the principle is that one should apply the 

selection procedure that allows the data for optimal validity (Lund & Haugen, 2006). 

Thagaard (2003) writes that qualitative research is often based on strategic choice, which 

means that one select informants who have the qualities or qualifications, which are strategic 

in relation to the research question. We have chosen this type of selection procedures in our 

paper. The criteria for our selection were that all the informants were women working in 

management positions in more male-dominated industries in Norway. Most importantly was 

that these females had reached leadership positions where they have experienced a variety of 

strategies and learning throughout their career to reach the top positions of the different male 

dominated organizations they are working in today. These females have gained o lot of 

knowledge about how gender plays an important role in working up towards a management 

position and particularly the challenges faced by women in order to reach the top and 

overcome barriers in male dominated industries. In addition, they represent different ability 

with different background, experience, and attempt that facilitate gender-based barriers 

woman experience to manage to the top. This contributes to a broader range of experiences 

and approaches. These criteria were followed-up. The sample consisted of females in 

management positions within different industries in Norway. And these industries were in 

different sectors to get a broader range and understanding of females in different male 

dominated organizations. In the table below we have represented the respondents and the 

different industries they work within. 
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A general rule when it comes to the size of the sample in qualitative research is that the 

number of informants should not be larger than that it is possible to conduct in-depth analysis 

(Thagaard, 2003). The choice of the number of informants also depends on the position the 

character issue and the time one has available. This thesis is constraint on time, which means 

that the number of informants cannot be too extensive.  

We interviewed nineteen working female leaders from ages 33 to 65, who have children in 

different age ranges. According to Kvale (1997), the number of interviews should 

approximately be 15 ± 10. He also writes that if the number of informants is too small, it will 

be impossible to generalize. Because of the scope of this study generalisation of findings is 

limited. The focus is rather to make in-depth analysis and interpretation of the sample. The 

number of interviews conducted depended partly on the information received from our 

respondents. If we had received somewhat homogenous answers from the chosen respondents, 

we would have to consider using one or two more respondents to try to find something 

different or new. A basic rule when it comes to in-depth interviews is to keep going until you 

cannot find out something new (Selnes1999). 

 

Preparation and quality control of the interview guide - In order to collect information on the 

important issues that should be illustrated; we chose to prepare an interview guide. An 

interview guide is a plan for how the interviews will develop, what to ask and in what order 
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(Dalland, 2002; Thagaard, 2003). Widerberg (2001) call it the researcher's aid in the interview 

situation. There are several ways to create an interview guide. Some choose to have regular 

and detailed questions, while others only noted the topics to be addressed in the form of 

keywords. Interview guide that was prepared in connection with this study, were half-

structured (Dalland, 2002; Jacobsen, 2003, Lund & Haugen, 2006). This means that it was 

fairly structured, but at the same time flexible. It was structured because we made both key 

words and questions that were based on a theory based understanding. This was natural 

because we relate ourselves closely to the theory presented in this thesis. It was still flexible 

because there was no settled response category. The interview was also open to follow-up and 

clarification questions, and unexpected issues that had relevance to the issue. 

Kvale (1997) writes that the more structured interview situation is, the easier it is to structure 

and analyze the interviews later. It was one of the reasons why we chose to have a relatively 

structured interview guide. According Dalland (2002) it should be one's own qualifications 

and experience to show some way to how one chooses to structure the interview. Since we 

had little experience, it felt safer to have a relatively structured interview guide. It helped us to 

ensure that the essential theme that we wanted to answer was not excluded. We chose at the 

same time to be flexible so that relevant information we had not been inside of could emerge. 

We also emphasized on being well prepared for interviews, so it was perceived and designed 

as a conversation above the informants. Thagaard (2003) argues that the order of topics can be 

crucial to how the interview progresses. She recommends starting with neutral questions that 

it is easy to answer, and then get into more complex and reflective questions. We therefore 

placed under general questions at first about education, work experience, etc., and then move 

to questions that are more reflective. We ended the interview with the informant to provide an 

opportunity to say or add anything more about the subject. 

We did not have a test interview with an informant who could test the structure and the 

questions in the interview guide, but we got feedback on the guide by the supervisor and other 

professionals. Here we got some useful tips in relation to the question wording and layout. We 

still had one-trial interviews with other acquaintances; in addition, we read more on the 

literature about how to conduct an interview in the best possible way. 

Accomplishment of the In-depth interviews - By agreement with the informants, the interviews 

were conducted in May and June. Each interview lasted a little over an hour and was 

conducted on undisturbed offices at their workplaces. We started the interview by telling 
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briefly about the purpose of the study, and then we explained how the information that 

emerged in the interview would be used further in our paper. Then we gave some practical 

information about privacy, how long the interview would take, and that it was recorded on an 

audio recorder. All these details were informants already familiar with through the 

information letter we had sent out to them earlier. We ended the introduction by asking 

whether there were any of the informants that had any questions with regard to the interview 

and thesis. 

We tape-recorded all the interviews in order to get a clear picture of what they said, when it 

was time for us to do the analysis. Tape-recorder that was used made it easier for us to 

concentrate on the informant; in addition to that, it gave us information about the non-verbal 

communication. According to Jacobsen (2003), it is important that the interviewer is able to 

create a trust relationship with whoever will be interviewed. To get to it there are certain 

criteria one must be aware of. According to Kvale (1997), it is important to take a listening 

position, and not interrupt, but rather try to listen to what is said. All of our informants talked 

a lot, which may indicate that we were good at listening. It is also important to formulate 

questions that are clear, simple, light and short (ibid), while avoiding a leading question. 

During the interview, we experienced a few times having to explore and explain the meaning 

of my questions. It ensured that the informant had the right understanding of the question. In 

retrospect, we see that in some cases there were asked leading questions. This may have 

influenced the informant‟s answers, but we did not experience this as a big problem. We also 

tried to come up with affirmative responses and signals on what was said, to create the 

atmosphere between us and the informant who was marked by understanding and interest. We 

experienced the social and emotional atmosphere between us and the informants as good. All 

informants were very open and engaged in communicating their knowledge and experience of 

being female leaders. They were also positive that there was focus on this theme. 

 

3.2.3 Data analysis and interpretation of interview phase 

Transcribing the data - The collected data will immediately transcribed by us. Transcription 

is to make the oral speech from the tapes into written text, to clarify the interview material for 

analysis (Befring, 2007; Kvale, 1997). By transcribing, the raw data becomes more 

transparent and structured, and it is therefore easier to process data. It gives a good knowledge 

and closeness to the material, which is a requirement for further work on the analysis and 
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interpretation. Different researchers have different ways of transcribing. Some choose 

verbatim reproduction, while others are edited transcripts (Kvale, 1997). We choose to 

reproduce the interviews verbatim, which may strengthen the reliability. At the same time, 

one should always be aware that two different researchers might have different transcriptions 

of the same recording. This means that one also make an interpretations at this stage. We felt 

that by transcribing, we came closer to the empirical material, and it gave us a good starting 

point for presenting and interpreting the findings.  

In this phase, we chose to switch between analyzing the parts, and then see them in a bigger 

picture as a whole. This is called a hermeneutic analysis (Jacobsen, 2003; Aadland, 2004). It 

is common to differentiate between the analysis and interpretation. Analysis is according to 

Thagaard (2003) the work researchers are doing to gain an understanding of the data, while 

interpretation means that it reflects on the data's meaning. Interpretation is consequently a 

reasoned assessment of the data in relation to research questions and theory. At the same time, 

Thagaard (ibid) writes that: "the interpretation and analysis can be seen as two sides of the 

same process, because we cannot describe and categorize the course of events, without at the 

same time attribute a sense to the events" (s.33).  

There are various methods of analysis of interview research, which among other things, 

meaning condensation, meaning categorization, narrative structuring, meaning interpretation 

and meaning generation through ad hoc methods (Kvale, 1997). We have chosen to use some 

of the elements within the meaningful categorization. The analysis process began when we 

read all the interviews to gain a full understanding. Next, we looked for patterns and which of 

the theme was taken up during the interview. In the interview guide, we had some subjects we 

asked all the informants about. These were prepared based on the theory part we have built in 

our paper. This we used as a starting point in the coding of the interviews, in addition to 

adding relevant topics that was arise outside of the interview guide. Each interview was then 

coded for the topics we had been reached by help of the theory and empiricism. In this way, 

we got an overview of what each informant had said of the themes. The statements were then 

led into a form where the first column consisted of theme, and the second column consisted of 

statements from the informant about the current topic. We also chose to read through all the 

interviews several times afterwards to ensure the quality of analytical work and 

interpretations. These themes were also used in the reporting of the results. 
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Findings and analysis - In the analysis process, we used Kvales (1997) three levels of 

analysis; self-awareness, critical understanding and theoretical understanding. Before we 

started writing anything up, we went through the transcripts together, then highlighted 

sentences that were interesting, or we felt were relevant to our area of research. We discussed 

each sentence, and if we disagreed, we argued our case, whether it should be in and why, 

which ended up giving us some good points to use later.  

The first level is about to render informants self-understanding. It is here important to let 

informants voice arrive. In this study, we worked through trying to bring out what the 

informant even perceive as the meaning of her statement as we understood them. We then use 

the statement we feel expresses the totality of the answers they have given regarding 

measures.  In the second level, it was interpreted broader as it is here it is talked about 

researcher critical understanding of what is being said as mentioned earlier in this chapter. 

Our interpretation is based on this background and general knowledge, and can enrich the 

interpretation of a citation. In the last level, we interpret the informant‟s statements in light of 

the theory. This interpretation would go beyond self-awareness and critical understanding. 

The interpretation and analysis of empirical data in this study were closely related to the 

concepts and theories in the field. Silverman (1993) recommends that research is guided by 

the theory. It is a temporary some unlucky effect of linking interpretation to the theory, 

because it can lead to ignoring important aspects of the research. The researcher 

understanding can characterize the research. We tried therefore to be aware of to use the 

theory to expand the knowledge aimed at the problem. 

 

3.3  Concept approaches in qualitative studies 

There are different approaches to the concepts we use when we talk about the validity and 

reliability in qualitative research. Kvale (2006) uses the terms validity, reliability and 

generalizability in qualitative method. He uses a different meaning of the terms than what is 

usually done in quantitative research, while Mehmetoglu (2004) and Lincoln & Guba (1985) 

has created new concepts and uses the terms credibility, transferability, reliability, and 

conformability. Thagaard (1998) uses all these terms, with the exception of reliability. It is 

important that the researcher minimize problems related to credibility, transferability, 

reliability and conformability of such investigations. Therefore, we have chosen to discuss 

how this affects our study. 
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3.3.1  Credibility 

Thagaard (2003) concept of reliability relates to the credibility of qualitative studies. It will 

say whether the research is done in a trustworthy manner. She argues that one ensures 

credibility by making an account of how data are developed throughout the process. 

Throughout the study, we have tried hard to explain our procedure, because in that way we 

are able to ensure credibility. The results and discussion, section of the thesis is strengthened 

by the credibility that we gave examples from the source material through quotations. It 

shows what we interpret and analyze out of, and contribute further to the clarification of the 

analytical process above the reader. We also clearly distinguish between information coming 

from data collection, and our own assessments and interpretations of this material in the result 

and discussion section. It is important that the researcher is conscious and explains the 

relationships of the informants and the importance of experience in the field of data that is 

produced (Thagaard, 2003). The relationship to the informants in our view can be 

characterized by openness. We underline that because our informants talked a lot and were 

enthusiastic and willing to share their experiences. They also talked until they were complete 

without many objections from our side. This increases the chances that important information 

was not held back, which can enhance credibility. Kvale argues (1997) that leading questions 

can influence responses, and thus the study's credibility. In the interviews, we emphasized that 

the questions should not be a leading, in addition to that, we tried to be conscious of our own 

body language and verbal responses. We experienced yet at transcribing the information that 

we sometimes used leading questions subconsciously, even if it did not happen often. The 

questions that were leading may have affected the informants' answers. In other cases, leading 

questions used deliberately to make sure we understood the informant‟s statements correctly. 

Such leading questions were among "Do you mean ...?" And "this means that...". This type of 

question says Kvale (ibid.) could enhance the credibility in-depth interviews. Kvale (ibid.) 

also claims that the way one chooses to transcribe the interviews on, can affect credibility. In 

our study, we made the transcribing ourselves, which can enhance credibility. While there 

may be a weakness that only we were the only one who has interpreted the sound recordings 

from the interviews. We also see it as a force for the credibility of the interviews was typed 

precisely. The researchers participating in a project, according Thagaard (2003) strengthens 

the credibility. Another key element is that the researcher reflects on the context of the 

collection of data and how it can affect the results (Jacobsen, 2003). Our interviews were 

conducted in informant‟s work place and totally uninterrupted. Research and theory to the 
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study are drawn from leading researchers in the field. It strengthens the credibility of the 

study. The credibility and conformability also strengthened by the fact that the interpretation 

of the thesis is connected to the leading theory within the field of gender-based barriers 

females experience in male dominated organizations reach to leadership positions. 

.  

3.3.2  Conformability  

In quantitative studies, the validity or the availability is about if one actually measures what 

one would measure (Ringdal, 2007). While in qualitative research is validity related to the 

interpretation of results (Thagaard, 2003). That means that one is trying to evaluate the 

interpretations that are made are valid.  To strive for the requirement of confirmability it is 

important that the researcher is critical to own interpretations (ibid). We have tried to ensure 

this by reviewing and checking our interpretations throughout the process by asking questions 

to our selection, analysis and interpretation, and by trying out alternative interpretations and 

perspectives. To ensure that the categories or the themes we used were correct, we tried 

several times to change the categories, split and merge categories, to see if it led to any 

change of the results. Another criterion to ensure conformability is to test our interpretations 

by other people, something Kvale (1997) calls the validation community. It may be fellow 

students, the informants in the study or other that makes a critical assessment of the analysis, 

categorization and interpretations (Jacobsen, 2003). We did not use informants or fellow 

students for validation, because of the time perspective. However, since we are to students in 

this research paper it made it easier to test our interpretations with each other, in that way we 

got two different sights, which may have affected study conformability. We still had ongoing 

guidance, and my supervisor has read and commented on the analysis theory framework and 

proposals for the analysis. It may have helped ensure confirm ability.  

A problem with interviews is that the informants sometimes do not give correct information 

(Jacobsen, 2003). That means that the informants only answer what they think it is expected 

that they will say, or what is educational or politically correct. It can have a negative impact 

on confirm ability. It is therefore important to have a critical review of the sources and 

information from the source (ibid.). To verify this, we made a critical discussion of the 

subjects' ability to provide correct information. All interviews were checked for possible 

contradict statements, and during the interviews, we were conscious of getting out on the 

measures they described was really used in practice, or whether it was just utopian 
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descriptions. To ensure this, we asked for examples, and made follow-up questions such as 

how often the measure was used. This helped to ensure conformability. Taken as a whole, we 

consider our informants to be good sources because they have given us the relevant 

information about the current phenomenon. The criteria for the selection of informants was 

that they had much experience in how to be a female leader and how to overcome the barriers 

they meet on the road to get accepted as a female leader in male dominated industries, which 

our informants had. There is therefore nothing to imply that one cannot rely on their 

responses. In this study, it is used internationally recognized professional concepts and 

definitions, which can ensure concept validity. Theory‟s we have used are from leading 

international researchers in the field of female in leadership positions. Dalland (2002) argues 

that it is important to test questions in the interview guide to ensure that they capture what we 

are looking to examine. Our supervisor controlled our interview guide. Where he came with 

useful feedback, which we believe helped to ensure the questions conformability above the 

research question. 

 

3.3.3  Reliability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) claims reliability can measure through credibility of data and 

outsiders for assessing reliability should examine that research process critically. They believe 

further that one must use what they call "auditing technique, which evaluates the production 

of data, and show decisions made along the way, so that the reader gets an understanding of 

how the researcher has come to the conclusions made. We have secured the surveys reliability 

by having all of the interviews on a tape-recorder, in that way to transcribing them and check 

them against the notes from the interview. In addition, we have divided the interviews into the 

data units and checked them thoroughly, to ensure a proper placement and further 

conclusions. Finally, we checked our findings and conclusions against other relevant research 

and found that any special discrepancy does not exist. Further, we have described the method 

to make it possible for the reader to consider how the survey was conducted. In addition, 

analysis, interpretation and discussion are described in an orderly manner so that the reader 

will be able to understand how and why we have come to our conclusion. 

 

 

3.3.4  Transferability 



”HOW TO OVERCOME GENDER-BASED BARRIERS FOR ENTRY INTO THE 21ST CENTURY” 

 

 58 

According to Thagaard (2003) transferability refers to the understanding that develops within 

the framework of a single project, which may also be relevant in other contexts. The purpose 

of qualitative studies is not primarily to determine the scope or frequency of a phenomenon, 

such as in quantitative research, but rather to understand and explore concepts and phenomena 

(Jacobsen, 2003). Thagaard (ibid) and Kvale (1997) argues on a different side that the 

researcher can argue that qualitative studies can be relevant in a larger context.  

This study is based on a small sample, and informants are gathered for a particular purpose. 

Thus, it is difficult to say that the sample in this study and their responses are representative 

of a larger population and other contexts. On the other hand through the whole research 

process it has been conducted in-depth analysis and interpretation of the data collected and the 

results have been interpreted and linked up towards the theory. One can therefore say that the 

results can give the reader an indication of the measures used in the Norwegian male 

dominated industries, and what value they have for female managers and female employees to 

reach the leadership positions within these organizations. With this we mean, it is difficult to 

transfer these findings because the sample is so small and because it is not representative of 

the whole population. Kvale (1997) refers to a kind of generalization that is called analytical 

generalization method. This form is based on an analysis of the similarities and differences 

between the two situations, where one base generalization claims based on "assertor logic". 

By specifying the evidence and make arguments explicit, the researcher allows the readers to 

self-assess generalized durability. From such form of generalization, it will be the reader's 

task to assess whether the measures we have found also can apply in other situations.  

 

3.4 Ethical challenges  

The relational contact that characterizes the qualitative interview leads to a number of 

challenges when it comes to ethical issues. It is therefore important that the researcher relate 

to moral and ethical guidelines to avoid damaging the informant (Kvale, 1997). Below is 

described three ethical principles: informed consent, confidentiality and consequences. 

Confidentiality - Confidentiality means that one does not disclose personal data that can 

reveal the identity of the person interviewed, or the people they refer (Kvale, 1997). This is a 

very important principle for a proper research practice. The objective of following this 

principle is to prevent the use and dissemination of information to be detrimental to the people 

involved in research work. The purpose of this study meant that there was no need for 
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personally identifying information, either on informants or on other individuals, as it was not 

required to answer the research question. There were, however, situations where the informant 

described the individuals without naming them. The descriptions were not of a nature that the 

requirement of confidentiality was in danger. 

With the research, there are strict requirements for lists of names or other personally 

identifying information are kept and used. Data are from this study were recorded on sound 

recorder, and then used only to be transcribed. Here the personally information were taken 

away. No list of names or personal information relating to the interviews was made.  The 

situations between researcher and informant should be based on a give and take relationship 

(Kvale, 1997). We got many good empirical data through informants, which was useful for 

us. At the same time we experienced that, the informants were engaged and eager to share 

their knowledge of female in leadership positions. Based on this we got the impression that 

they also got something in return from the interview. The feedback we received in connection 

with the interviews signaled that the informants were exciting to participate in the study. 

When we after the interviews informed the informants that the thesis would be available for 

reading after it was finished, they showed interest. The data, which is used are anonymous, 

which was informed to the participants before the interview. It also contributes to the integrity 

of the informants are protected and that the consequences of participation are less.  

Cross-cultural interviewing challenges - Even though this research paper is written in 

English, all the interviews were conducted and transcribed in Norwegian, which is the first 

language of the informants and the first language of the interviewer. This makes the 

interviewing process more clear and understandable for both parts, in relation to reduce the 

non – verbal differences that could take place and to achieve correct information, which is a 

critical issue to be aware of within research papers. Naturally, some misinterpretations can 

still occur, but this is a risk that every qualitative researcher faces, regardless of whether the 

research is conducted in their mother tongue or not. The most important, therefore, is to be 

aware of the challenge and try to reduce it as much as possible. However, we have not had 

any complications concerning the translation process during the work of our thesis. There 

seems to be a positive effect of using the Norwegian language in the way as it gives the 

informants relaxed and comfortable feeling. It also justifies the follow up questions without 

the informants feeling that we are asking stupid or unclear questions. We have translated all 
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of the interviews that we have used in the text to English in order to maintain the same 

language throughout the entire thesis.  
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4.0 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The following chapter presents our main findings from the interviews conducted over a period 

of five weeks. The findings are structured in four main themes. First, in section 4.1 Women 

and leadership, the respondents describe their own career plan and motivation, their 

leadership style, leadership characteristics they find important, and leadership characteristics 

they admire in men. Second, in section 4.2 Barriers and opportunities, the respondents‟ 

perception of individual challenges, individual opportunities, organizational challenges and 

organizational opportunities are presented. Both sections present quotes and arguments, which 

have been chosen through multiple assessments of the transcript material. For validity 

reasons, and for readers who are interested to do further research, a copy of the original 

recordings is provided in an electronic version of the paper. 

 

4.1 Women & leadership 

This section presents information gathered in relation to women and leadership. First, the 

respondents‟ description of their career ambitions and motivation are presented. Second, 

women‟s description of own leadership characteristics is made known, followed by leadership 

characteristics women find important. Lastly, characteristic women have learned, or attempted 

to learn from men are reviewed. 

4.1.1  Respondents’ description of own ambitions and motivation 

By identifying female managers‟ drive and motivation to become a manager, or executive 

director, it might help to explain the shortage of female managers in more senior positions.  

 

Women are highly driven to an extent 

Even though the respondents were driven by having influence and decision-power within their 

field of interest, the respondents‟ way to the top has not been as ambitious and determined as 

it might seem at first glance. Loose career plans and lack of confidence are common traits 

among many respondents. Almost all of the respondents expressed relative loose career plans 

and vague ideas of what and how far they wanted to reach. One woman said, “I have never 

had a clear direction or idea of what I wanted to achieve.” Other statements were, “I have 

done a lot of different things, just because I have never had a clear direction,” “I have never 
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had a plan for what I wanted to do, it just happened! But I have seized the opportunities,” and 

“I have almost never had personal career goals.” 

Several of the respondents expressed being pushed by others as an important factor in their 

career advancement. “I had a friend who said „do it, apply‟, and I said „but I‟m not good 

enough‟. The fact that I actually applied was because my friend (who already worked in the 

bank) pushed me,” explained one of the respondents. Another manager stated, “Most of the 

jobs I have had were given to me because others saw the potential in me”.  Another woman 

stated, “I have only applied for one position in my career.” The need to build confidence and 

to be fully prepared seems to be a common pattern among several respondents. When asked 

about further career prospect, the women seemed to be more focused on doing a good job in 

the position they possess today, instead of pushing for the next level. One of the respondents 

answered, “My biggest wish is to be really good at what I am doing right now”. Another 

responded, “I am a girl, and I like to build confidence in what I do,” when she was asked 

about further advancement plans,  as shown in section 2.4.3.  

 

Group-oriented motivation factors 

The female managers in our study had a clear tendency to emphasize group-oriented 

motivation factors over self-oriented factors. This finding is in line with our anticipations. 

Female stereotypic behavior tends to avoid self-oriented motivation factors, since it is seen as 

a less acceptable leadership style among women compared to men. All the respondents, 

except form one, mentioned that working and creating something in good teams was the most 

motivating aspect of their job. Some of the comments were, “to work in teams and reach 

goals together,” “satisfied customers, (…) to have a good relation with my clients and 

coworkers, and a good work environment,” and “Coworkers and knowledgeable people. I 

enjoy working with people a lot, (and) to work in teams.” In addition, several of the 

respondents mentioned that seeing subordinates succeed was one of the most motivating 

aspects of their job. One manager said, “When the people who work for me succeed.” Another 

said, “When I manage to get my people to work together and to solve problems, (...), and to 

put together a strong team that works together well”. To make use of people in more efficient 

ways, to build up subordinates‟ self-confidence, and to see people develop, were aspects that 

motivate the respondents a lot. By steering focus away from own achievement and rather 

emphasize on the team and the subordinates‟ success, women are able to switch attention 
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away from their own achievement over to something that is shared, and something that is seen 

as less selfish. Two other important motivation factors were to achieve carrier goals, and to 

have an impact. One out of four respondents mentioned that working towards goals and to 

achieve good results was an important motivator. In relation to this, the ability to seize 

opportunities, to facilitate changes and to make improvements seemed to be essential.  

Further, to have decision power and to have influence over important projects was 

highlighted. One respondent stated, “To work with key people in corporate management, to 

be part of the decision-making process, and to be heard.”  Other comments were, “to work 

with big projects,” “to make an impact and to make a difference,” and “to get recognition, 

and to have responsibility all the way up.”  

 

4.1.2 Respondents’ description of own leadership characteristics  

The respondent‟s description of own leadership style was clearly influenced by 

transformational leadership characteristics. Further, the respondents showed a tendency to 

work hard and systematic, deliver good results and to be a contribution to the company. By 

identifying both female managers' description of own leadership characteristics, and 

leadership characteristics female managers see as important in general, it will be possible to 

compare the two. Any sign of differences can be an indication of female managers' 

weaknesses. On the other hand, it might also be a result of gender-based expectations, which 

can hinder women from acting according to traditional masculine leadership characteristics.  

 

Clear signs of a transformational leadership style 

The respondents‟ description of their leadership style can be summarized as emphatic, 

personal, inclusive, team-oriented, visionary, and based on integrity. These traits can be seen 

as examples of transformational leaderships, which is typical for female managers. 

Excessively empathic & personal - Almost all the women described their leadership style as 

personal and excessively empathic. A middle manager stated, “I am very personal, I like to 

talk to people (…). The care I show for others is a little bit more apparent compared to my 

male colleagues.”  Another middle manager uttered, “I am excessively empathic, I am 

interested in people‟s well-being, and I take care of my subordinates.” Further, an executive 

underlined, “I am a little more aware of the people around me compared to my male 
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colleagues. I am more concerned about my subordinates, to know that they are ok.” Lastly, a 

middle manager underlined, “I am direct and very little political, which is not always 

appropriate. (…) I rarely adjust my appearance in different contexts.”  

Inclusive team leader - The respondents gave the impression of being an inclusive team leader 

in a decentralized structure. Involving co-workers and subordinates in decision-making 

processes was a common approach among the respondents. One middle manager framed it, “I 

am open and inclusive (…) I ask for other‟s input and advice, and I 1isten to their views 

before I make decisions based on own evaluations.” She continues, “I appreciate honesty and 

integrity, no matter which level in the organization the person represents. (…) I wish to be 

inclusive and open.” “I am a team leader, I‟m a discussion partner in a flat hierarchy,” 

mentioned one middle manager. “It is important to draw attention to, support, and to 

motivate them (read: subordinates),” said a middle manager.  

Honest and display integrity - Several of the women underlined their ability to be open, 

honest and unafraid. A middle manager states, “honesty is really important, I am more than 

willing to take an uncomfortable conversation, because I know it is disservice to people if I 

don‟t tell them the truth.” Another middle manager underlined, “People have to be honest. I 

can be honest and say „we don‟t know what to do,‟ then people go silent. No one dare to say a 

word. Women are more open, saying „we have experienced the same thing‟.” Several of the 

respondents were willing to ask “stupid” questions in order to fully understand a situation or 

to fully understand other‟s view. In this way, one of the respondents mentioned that women 

might be less concerned about protecting their reputation or taking themselves too seriously. 

Several respondents stated that they were open about own weaknesses, and unafraid of 

showing their true capabilities. “I am not afraid of asking stupid questions, and I am not 

afraid of being me,” uttered one of the women. Another middle manager stated, “I am not 

unafraid „of being stupid‟.  I can ask stupid questions, I always ask questions if I am 

uncertain. I know many people find it liberating, because it makes it okay to ask questions. 

Others might be more concerned about protecting their reputation.” The word integrity was 

repeatedly mentioned as a fundamental aspect for most of the women.  I have a strong 

integrity. In a large company like this, there are many political processes. Political process is 

not me, so I have decided to hold on to my integrity, I will not compromise my integrity,” 

stated an executive manager.   
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Innovative and visionary - Being innovative and visionary was prominent among some of the 

global oriented managers. “I am an outsider; I see the bigger picture, what we can do to 

grow. I am innovative, constantly seeking for new challenges. I am engage, curious, and ask 

questions to get ahead, and to reach the next level,” stated a middle manager, with global 

responsibility. “I am goal oriented, I work systematic, and I am good at seeing signs and not 

only focus on one thing,” stated another respondent. 

 

Female managers respond to extreme work demands 

Further, the respondents showed a tendency to work hard and systematic, deliver good results 

and to be a contribution to the company. The middle managers and executives represented in 

this study worked a lot, they were highly engaged in their profession, and showed strong 

commitment to their organization. A normal workweek counted on average 49 hours 

excluding traveling, which for many of them happened weekly. Being demanding, dedicated, 

analytic, driven, demanding, fearless, ambiguous, and goal- and result oriented were all 

common characteristics.  “I have personal drive, I am willing to work a lot, and I am 

excessively positive and demined,” stated an executive manager. “I work hard; it is not my 

communication skills that have brought me here. I am goal and result oriented,” stated a 

middle manager. “I am ambitious, I work hard, set high standards and make changes,” 

expressed another. Further, several uttered that they were structured, systematic and 

accountable. An executive underlined, “I am very structured, a lot of my security lies here. 

This is also how I get things through in the organization. I have received good feedback, 

because there is predictability in what I do.” “I am goal oriented and I work systematic,” 

said a middle manager. Another middle manager emphasized, “I take responsibility for too 

much. In this way, I believe women work too hard, because they bring a lot of consciousness 

into making a good job.”  

 

4.1.3 Leadership characteristics the respondents find important 

Characteristics the female managers found important in order to be a good leader were almost 

in perfect correlation with the respondents‟ description of own leadership traits, which all can 

be seen as typical examples of transformational leadership. However, one transactional 

leadership trait was indentified, namely the ability to make tough decisions. Interestingly, this 

trait was the only characteristic among the five that was not mentioned by any of the female 
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managers in the previous section, which might indicate that female managers lack decision-

making abilities.  

Four transformational leadership characteristics were found necessary 

Almost all the respondents emphasized transformational leadership characteristics as 

important to become a good leader. These characteristics were: people skills, communication 

skills, ability to build strong teams, ability to display integrity, and ability to be visionary. As 

female managers are seen to possess mostly transformational leadership characteristics, it is 

not surprising that the respondents seem to prefer this kind of leadership style. 

People skills - Firstly, the importance of having good people skills was highlighted. Some of 

the characteristics mentioned were “you have to know yourself in order to understand and 

lead others”, and “you need to have empathy with others and a genuine interest in people”. 

Several of the respondents mentioned that in order to get the best out of your staff a leader 

must be supportive. As one top manager stated,” (A good leader must be) interested in people, 

and understand that subordinates are different and complex. (He or she) must see the whole 

person, and understand (the persons) life situation. Further, a strong leader must attempt to 

get the best out of their subordinates, have faith in them, trust them, give support, and allow 

mistakes.” “Among all the bad managers I have experienced, I must say the lack of self-

knowledge have been the most prominent common designation, they have not been 

particularly interested in knowing the effect they have on other people,” explained a middle 

manager. Another mentioned, “To show interest in your employees and to develop people in 

what they are good at (is important).” Almost all the respondents highlighted this aspect, 

expressing statement like “see your employees as a whole person, not just as a producer of 

work,” “see people and respect their differences,” and “get the best out of your people”. 

Communication skills & building strong teams – Second, effective communication skills 

where seen to be highly valued.  The ability to communicate up and down the organization, to 

be clear and precise, to reflect the person you talk to, and to be a good listener and discussion 

partner were some of the comments. “Give clear feedback on direction. Too many hide behind 

unclear messages” highlighted a top manager. ”Communication is important but difficult, 

people are afraid of being honest with each other.” Further, being able to build strong teams, 

select the right people and to make the team function was seen as vital. As one middle 

manager stated “selecting, developing and motivating the right people is important since a 
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leader mostly work through others.” “I am a team leader, I‟m a discussion partner in a flat 

hierarchy,” mentioned another. “To be professional and to have a solid professional 

relationship with your team” uttered a top manager. A strong leader need to “bring together 

people, joint the different competences and make everyone work together,” stated another. 

The ability to “Push your employees in front of you” was seen as a positive quality. Further, 

being inclusive, open and able to create room for everyone was another important 

characteristic the respondents mentioned. “(You) need to have a genuine interest in 

developing your subordinates”. “Get people to follow you, to work as teams and to make 

them work together.” Show respect for other people was another aspect that was pointed out. 

The explanation seemed to be, “Since most of the people you work with are either more 

experienced or more educated than you are,” as stated by one of them. 

Be honest and display integrity - Third, a strong leader needs to have integrity, to be 

predictable and trustworthy. Many of the respondents mentioned that a leader must be 

genuine, real and authentic in order to be respected. “No one will respect a leader who lack 

integrity,” stated a middle manager. “You have to be yourself, and you have to be honest.” 

“Be true to yourself, and be honest and open,” stress another manager. A third middle 

manager stated “(You need to have) confidence, and dare to make decisions and to make 

mistakes. A lot of things can be hurtful and difficult, but it is important to take charge in order 

for people to feel better (to make improvements),” she continues “honesty is really important, 

I am more than willing to take an uncomfortable conversation, because I know it is disservice 

to people if I don‟t tell them.” “Integrity (is crucial), subordinates notice if you change 

„faces‟, and if you are not consistence,” mentioned another.  

Being visionary - Lastly, a good leader must be a visionary leader. Show direction, be 

inspirational and positive, motivate people professionally, and be engaged, were some of the 

answers. Another respondent emphasized the value of “painting pictures” and inspire 

workers through the art of “visualizing the future”. “The managers I like and who inspire me 

have all been visionary (leaders). They need to have ideas about where they want to take the 

organization, and be able to communicate it,” mentioned another.  

One ‘masculine’ characteristic was found necessary 

In addition to the more “feminine” transformational leadership abilities mentioned above, one 

“masculine” trait was highlighted, namely the ability to execute and make decisions. One 
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manager stated, “You have to dare to make tough decisions.” Another highlighted, “(Strong 

leaders) need to know what they want and dare to be open about it.” In order to make though 

decisions you also have to be fearless. A good leader must address problems, and “have the 

ability to bring up and discuss any topic.” Further, “You need to have control and drive”. 

One respondent said, “You can‟t be afraid of making unpopular decisions, or to talk about 

unpleasant things.”  This point is in many ways linked to integrity, and a person‟s ability to 

stand up for themselves and what they believe in when important and challenging decisions 

have to be made.  

 

4.1.4 Leadership characteristic women have learned, or attempt to learn, from men  

By identifying leadership characteristics the respondents have learned, or attempted to learn 

from men, we aim to reveal traits and qualities male managers make use of, which female 

managers do not. The reason why this is interesting is because female managers‟ lack of 

specific abilities and qualities might be a sign of gender-specific qualities, gender-specific 

socialization, or gender-specific expectations. 

Male managers display decision power, self-confidence, firmness, and tactical approach  

Not surprisingly, leadership characteristic women have learned, or attempted to learn from 

men were all examples of agentic leadership. The ability to display decision-power, the ability 

to display self-confidence, the ability to be clear, to the point and firm, and lastly the ability to 

be tactical and prepared are all signs of a masculine, almost military, leadership style.   

Display decision-power - Most of the respondents had seen characteristics among men that 

they admired and taken learning from. Firstly, the women seemed to be fascinated by men‟s 

ability to make decisions. One respondent answered, “To make decisions, and to make them 

fast without discussing everything with everyone in advance.” “Men are better decision 

makers” stated another, and continued “even though you do not feel sure, you still need to 

make a decision, and I believe men are better on this point.”  

Display self-confidence - The female managers seem to admire men‟s ability to possess and 

display self-confidence and to show courage. One female manager answered “you need to 

have confidence in your self and in your abilities, because if you don‟t, no one else will 

either!” Another woman had the same experience “if you do not believe in yourself and show 

it, no one will.” Several respondents mentioned being strong and show confidence as aspects 
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they had learned or wanted to learn from men, which could signal a lack of self-assurance 

among women. The fact that some of the women wished they could have been better decision 

makers, and show more courage could be related to their lack of confidence. Lack of self-

confidence may affect the judgment of your own contribution, and thereby underline your 

anticipation of making mistakes.    

“I remember back when I was a student at university, when asked how a test went the 

boys always replied „it went really good‟ while the girls always hesitated „well, I don‟t 

know‟. Later, when I looked up the grades at the scorecard, it was usually the girls who 

had got the best results! (…) I don‟t know if we can blame the culture, (a culture) where 

girls are socialized to be humble and modest about their own abilities.”  

It may seem like women and men face different requirements when it comes to how we 

display success. If women‟s socialization process teaches girls to be modest about own 

abilities and success, it might be difficult for women to expose confidence and to show strong 

belief in what they do later in their professional life, explained one of the respondents. Two 

women underlined the visual difference between genders and illustrated how such differences 

may affect leadership effectiveness. “People are easily seduced by large bodies and dark 

voices,” stated one of them. She mentioned that women must actively try to compensate for 

the visual subservient, and to more actively use strategies to “take space”.  

Be clear and to the point - Several respondents highlighted men‟s ability to be clear and to be 

to the point. One of the top managers took it further and confessed “To be honest, I‟m quite 

satisfied that I haven‟t worked with too many female managers, I believe men are much more 

„to the point‟.” Three other women agreed with her, and found it natural and uncomplicated to 

work with men. But again, most of these women had very little experience with female 

managers. While men have the ability to be clear and to the point, women sometimes seem to 

have more difficulty with being understood. “I have learned to be more conscious before I 

talk, some people can be a little confused when I speak too fast,” highlighted a middle 

manager.  “You have to repeat (yourself), men will not get the message the first time, even if it 

is very clever,” mentioned one of the managers. “You have to be clear (when communicating 

with men), hint does not work” stated another, where four other women seemed to agree.  

Be tactical and prepared - A forth skill the respondents had learned from their male 

colleagues was to be tactical and prepared when presenting own suggestions and ideas. One of 
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the respondents said “(I have learned to have a) more tactical approach to how I deliver a 

message.” “I have learned to use allies with power, especially if I am dealing with people 

who do not respect women,” expressed another. Further, a middle manager uttered, “(It is) 

important to be well prepared, and to talk to other people in advance to ensure I have 

someone who support my arguments, to make sure that I do not stand alone.” Once again the 

word risk is drawn in to the conversation when she continues, “The thing about risk, if an 

idea gets out slightly wrong it can fall into pieces, even if it is quite clever. So, it (the 

preparation process) is important in order to get your arguments out there. (…) Talking to 

people one on one is the same (no matter who you talk to); it is the group dynamic that makes 

it difficult.“  The aspect of group dynamic will be discussed in more detail later in this 

section. In relation to testing arguments and finding allies several of the female managers 

mentioned that they had learned to build networks and alliances from men. “Men are better 

than us in doing that (referring to building networks),” expressed one of the top managers.   

 

4.2 Individual and organizational barriers & opportunities  

In order to summarize the challenges and opportunities female managers have experienced 

during their professional career, we have created four sections; individual challenges, 

individual opportunities, organizational challenges, and organizational opportunities. As 

illustrated in figure 4.1 below, we identified the organization to be the main creator for both 

career challenges and opportunities. 
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4.2.1 Individual challenges 

We identified female managers‟ lack of confidence, firmness, and willpower as the main 

individual challenges for women‟s advancement. Further, some of the respondents did also 

mention family commitments as a career hinder.    

 

Lack of confidence 

Three of the respondents mentioned that the biggest barrier for their professional career had 

been their lack of self-confidence. One of them mentioned, “I have been afraid of not being 

able to make it, and for situations I do not feel comfortable with.” Further, several of the 

respondents expressed being pushed by others as an important factor for their career 

advancement, as described in section 4.1.1. Further, the need to build confidence and to be 

fully prepared also seems to be a pattern among several respondents. When asked about 

further career prospect, the women seemed to be more focused on doing a good job in the 

position they possess, instead of pushing for the next level. Women‟s lack of confidence can 

sometimes play out in female managers less clear and less determinate behavior, which is 

described below. 
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Less determinate & less clear  

Women‟s seemingly yearn for reassurance and less determinant appearance can, in some 

cases, be misinterpreted. One of the respondents underlined, “We (read: female managers) 

seem to have a need for consensus, we want everyone to be on the same page, which can 

make us less clear at times.” As we will see later in this section, female manager‟s 

questioning tactics, which are used to broaden understanding, combined with their, to some 

extent, less determinate leadership approach may cause situations where men misinterpreted 

women as unprepared and less intelligent. A middle manager emphasized that female 

managers “spend more time to find the right way, and to make decisions.” Another 

respondent shared this view, “(I) spend a little more time pointing out direction, and I am 

more open for suggestions from others. I often say „I do not know exactly were we are going‟ 

and then I get input from the people around me. But if I have maid up my mind, I will go in 

front.” Based on the arguments above, it seems like women in general may feel a stronger 

need to understand the consequences of their decisions. As several of the women stated that 

women are less risk taking and less determined than men, it might be interpreted as if women 

have a stronger fear of failing. A top manager underlined this view, “Women are more 

inclusive, but less willing to take risk”. The combination of being more inclusive and risk 

avers may be related. Women might include more people, ask more questions and try to seek 

out multiple perspectives in order to reduce the risk of making the wrong decision.  

  

Lack of willpower 

It seems like several of the respondents see the main barrier within women themselves. As 

mentioned above, an executive position is extremely demanding, and not everyone is willing 

to make the sacrifices that are necessary. “Women have so many opportunities in Norway, (we 

are) so lucky to live in Scandinavia, we have short travel distance and less traffic, we have a 

much more egalitarian society. (…) It (Read: An executive position) is hard work, it is much 

more comfortable to stay at home, and women have the option to choose,” stated an executive 

manager. Some of the respondent mentioned that women are less interested in being at the 

top. “Fewer women are hungry for power,” stated one of the middle managers. “We (Read: 

women) are not that hungry for executive positions. To be the one at the top does not mean 

that much to us. I have found out that it is enough to be a good number two,” stated a middle 

manager, with no children. Others highlighted that scarifies that had to be made was not worth 
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it, especially the sacrifices related to their family. “I think there are few (women) who really 

wants it, because you have to sacrifice a lot (…) at least if you have small children,” 

mentioned one middle manager. “(Read: Women are) not willing to let the pendulum go so 

fare that you have to sacrifice your family,” highlighted an executive manager. “From where 

I am standing, I would say that women are less hungry for power. I am not hungry for power. 

I was told that I was very ambitious because I uttered that I wanted to become line manager. 

It felt naturally for me. I was headed for the vice president positions, but when I realized what 

it meant, it is not worth it for me,” admitted a middle manager.  

 

Family commitments 

Three of the respondents stated that keeping a balance between family and work was the most 

challenging part about their career. Others saw the sacrifices that had to be made as the most 

challenging aspect, “I have scarified a lot, especially my private life, travel a lot and worked 

long days,” stated a younger middle manager, who decided to quite her job several years ago. 

Two of the women, pointed out that their drive for career advancement had changed after they 

became mothers. The drive and ambitions they had felt earlier in career had suddenly 

changed. One of the women expressed, “Once you have children your focus change, I don‟t 

stress building a career anymore. It (read: having children) is like a reminder of what really 

matters. I know a lot of my colleagues feel the same way. But, when the opportunity arises I 

will go for it. But I do not work as hard to achieve it“  

 

4.2.2 Individual opportunities 

The respondents mentioned three qualities that made it possible for them to compete against 

male colleagues. First, women are seen to illustrate new ways to lead, where the female 

managers believed they have a different relation to power than their male colleagues. The 

respondents saw their leadership style as more collectivistic and emphatic, with a more open 

communication approach. Second, women‟s strong ability to make contact and to build 

network were highlighted. Third, having a supportive and flexible family was seen to be an 

important strength.  

 

 

 



Gønul Guler & Nina Glende Johnsen  November, 2010 

 

 75  

Women illustrate new ways to lead 

Different relation to power - A profound difference between men and women‟s relation to 

power was highlighted. As one middle manager emphasized, “men pay more attention to 

hierarchy, are more commanding, and more concerned about own ambitions.” Another 

woman underlined, 

 “In general I feel it comes down to power; to know that you have power, (…), which 

sometimes seem to be more important than doing what is best for the company. In that 

way, some male leaders may be more self-centered. (…) In general I see that women have 

a genuine interest for doing what is best for the company, while some few male managers 

can have strong self-seeking interests.”  

A common characteristic among the respondents is that they seem to be driven by what they 

enjoy doing, what they feel comfortable with, and where they feel they can contribute the 

most. The respondents gave the impression of being less interested in power, status and 

acknowledgment, where the feeling of being professionally valued and useful appears to be 

most important. One woman expressed, “I was very focused on utilizing the things I have 

learned, and to be a contribution for the company when I first applied for a position in this 

company.” Another woman said, “I have never been interested in line management, I have 

always been driven by what I love to do.” However, the women seem to be motivated by 

having influence and to take part in decisions making processes within their field of interest.  

The respondents mainly used dialogues and involvement when they wanted to influence their 

subordinates. Several mentioned the importance of having a good dialogue, a good discussion, 

understanding where arguments and views are coming from, getting the facts right, speaking 

with each and one, and to listen. As one top manager stated “I listen to understand”.  Second, 

the respondents mentioned involvement and explanation as important factors to guide 

direction. As one top manager stated, “(we) make sure everyone understand and then we 

make the decision together.“ Another respondent explained her success by “I am quite 

democratic, I meet people at their level, which creates trust.”  

Open communication style - According to the respondents, men and women seem to have 

different communication styles. Several respondents highlighted women‟s ability to talk about 

problems that men more often find difficult to deal with. One of the respondents formulated it 

this way, “Women are not afraid to talk about feelings, how the team function, and to discuss 
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relational aspects,” explained a top manager. ”Women do what needs to be done, if there is a 

problem we have to do something about the situation and we have to do it now, while men 

more easily say, „lets reorganize, and make the problem disappear by it self‟.” “A good leader 

must have some feminine characteristics,” mentioned another top manager. Although she has 

never had a female leader, she adds that she has experienced male leaders who have failed to 

talk about difficult things. Further, women are believed to have a softer approach to 

leadership, and be more soft-spoken, supportive and personal. One respondent stated, “I 

believe most women are perceived as having a softer leadership style.” Women are also seen 

to be better listeners. Some of the respondents mentioned that it seemed liked both men and 

women found it easier to talk to female managers, since they took the time to ask questions, 

and sit down and listen. “Women are probably more carful in the way they approach people,” 

stated one of them, while another mentioned that it was easier to discuss and to get support 

from female managers. In addition, women are seen to be more personal. “Women may be 

more personal, less stiff and proper and more down to earth,” staid one of the respondents.  

More empathic - Almost half of the respondents stated that they showed more care for their 

subordinates and had a genuine interest in their co-workers as opposed to just paying attention 

to the results. One of the women in the bank sector said, “It is essential for me to understand 

what is important for them to accomplish in their professional life, I am probably more 

focused on developing the person on several levels, compared to my male colleagues.” “We 

(read: women) are less concerned about developing our selves, and more concerned about 

developing the group,” said one middle manager.  

More collectivistic - Working with people in good teams and to see subordinates succeed 

were the two most obvious motivation factors among the respondents. All the respondents, 

except form one, mentioned that to work with people in good teams and to create something 

together, were the most motivating aspect of their job. Some of the comments were, “To work 

together in teams where we reach our goals together,” “satisfied costumers, (…) having a 

good relation with clients and coworkers, and a good work environment,” “Coworkers and 

knowledgeable people. I enjoy working with people a lot, (and) to work in teams.” 

According to our respondents, women are seen to be more open for suggestions from others 

compared to men. Statements like “women are more concerned about involving others,” and 

“women are more open for input from others,” are quotes that may illustrate an ability to use 

and respect other people‟s thoughts. Women may in this way create a broader picture of the 
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situation and improve their decision-making process, due to evaluations of multiple views and 

judgments. One executive saw interactions between women to be “more relaxed, with a more 

informal tone.” A global director from the same company stated, “I do not have to know all 

the answers, I do not have to be right and can easily admit my mistakes.”  

The respondents saw themselves as more willing to share credit and acknowledgement with 

colleagues. “I am interested in achieving good results, and that we accomplish our goals 

together. I am not too concerned about our formal positions. Men are probably more 

directive and pay more attention to hierarchy, and maybe more inconsiderate and focused on 

own ambitions,” stated a global middle manager. “I do not take myself too seriously; I am not 

that important, I can give the credit to someone else. I do not think men would do the same, so 

maybe we are more generous,” stated one of them. Further, several of the respondents 

mentioned that seeing subordinates succeed was one of the most motivating aspects of their 

job. One manager said, “When the people who work for me succeed.” Another said, “When I 

manage to get my people to work together and to solve problems, (...), and to put together a 

strong team that works together well”. To make use of people in more efficient ways, to see 

people develop, and to build up subordinates‟ self-confidence in order for them to develop, 

were other aspects that seem to motivate the respondents. By putting focus away from own 

achievement and putting emphasize on the team and the subordinates‟ success, women are 

able to switch the attention away from their own achievement over to something that is 

shared, and something that is seen as less selfish.  

 

Strong network skills 

“My organization is a very network oriented organization, today they are trying to identify 

talents in different ways, without being depended on networks, but up until today it as been 

critical in order to build career,” stated a middle manager. She continued, “Many jobs are 

not announced internally, so if you don‟t know about the job, or let people know that you want 

it, you are not going to get the opportunity.” In general, many of the women have possessed 

various positions within the company. “My network has been important for my career 

advancement, in the way that I have been seen by the right people,” stated a middle manager. 

She continues, “I have moved a lot within the company, and switched positions every third 

year, which means a potential boss have many reference points on me. (…) My strength has 

been my connection, I know more or less everyone.” Further, several of the respondents 
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underlined the importance of having a strong network in order for them to do a good job. One 

middle manager explained, “Knowing the right people, and people with power is important 

for me in order to do my job.” Another middle manager highlighted, “So much can be solved 

by taking a phone call.” She continued, “It gives you a sense of power.”  

 

A supportive and flexible family 

All the respondents had husbands who were equally or more ambitious, with only one 

exception. Most of the husbands had jobs, which required excessive mobility, where seven 

out of them had worked and lived in a different city or country than the rest of the family at 

one point. In spite of this, it seemed like most of the women did not experience any particular 

difficulties with combining the mother role with their professional career. Almost all of the 

women worked from home on Sundays and late evenings. One of the middle manager stated, 

“The need to be flexible in all possible direction becomes a life style; have to tolerate a great 

amount of chaos.” Being a career mother seemed to influence how they raised their children. 

One of the middle managers stated that she used to create a detailed schedule for her family 

every week, to make sure that everything that needed to be done was taken care off. The 

children were encouraged to help out in the house for small amount of money, where they 

learned to take responsibility from an early age. Further, while the children were small, most 

of the women who did not have „over average supportive‟ husbands relied on grandparents, 

nannies, family and friends to help out in different periods.  

Six of the respondent mentioned that they had husbands who worked from home or had more 

flexible work hours. These husbands had taken care of the children, made dinner and cleaned 

the house regularly. A relationship based on equality, respect, and support seemed to be 

extremely important for several of the women. You have to create a “give and take” 

relationship. One of the women was offered a position in China, which would be a huge 

career advantage. She decided to go for it, and left her husband with the responsibility for 

their children for several months while she lived in Beijing. She even staid in Asia a couple of 

moths after the family had moved back to Norway. Another middle manager had taken her 

husband and two children to Malaysia, while a third woman had taken her family to England.  

Nine of the those women who uttered less frustration about balancing work and family 

responsibilities seemed to have „more than average‟ supportive husbands. These women also 

seemed to show less willingness to sacrifice career for the sake of their children, which might 
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indicate that they did not see their children suffer. Sixteen of the respondent stated that they 

did not feel they were challenges at work, when it came to sacrificing their personal life for 

the sake of their career.  

 

4.2.3 Organizational challenges 

Seven organizational challenges were identified. First, lack of superior support was seen to 

hamper career start. Further, lack of mentoring and support were seen to slow down career 

advancement. Men‟s club network were seen to exclude women from feeling fully integrated 

in the organization, and created an unwelcoming atmosphere due to the fright of loosing 

power. Gender-specific expectations for behavior were another hindrance female managers 

was likely to meet. Further, women felt expected to adjust to the masculine work culture, 

which in some cases could be very challenging. Lastly, the masculine definition of executives 

was highlighted as an obstacle, as well as organizations‟ lack of support and willingness to 

invest in young women.  

 

Lack of superior support hampered career start 

Several of the respondent mentioned that slow career start was among the biggest challenge in 

their career. “No one seemed to believe in me, just because I was a woman. I was not taking 

seriously, which sat me back at least 5-10 years,” mentioned a middle manager. “I could have 

reached a higher position much earlier in my career, if it hadn‟t been for my boss‟ lack of 

interest in me. I did not have any career guidance,” mentioned another. When asked what was 

the biggest career hamper, one middle manager stated, “That I had to make it known, what I 

wanted, no one looked after me (…) I could have had more responsibility much earlier.” 

Several other middle managers felt they could have reach much higher if they had received 

more mentoring in the early stage of her career. 

In general, many of the respondents had experienced difficult superior relations in the early 

stage of their career. An executive manager recalled, “All kinds of supply and aid were 

difficult for me to get hold of. Everything were better arrange for men.” “It took more time for 

me to reach production manager than my male peers” admitted a middle manager. Since she 

was a young woman, she did not feel she was taken seriously. Several of the women who 

worked within operation, had experienced the same thing. Their male colleagues got more 

responsibilities earlier in their career even though the women were equally competent.  “It 
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was hard to get acceptance from the older men,” stated another manager within the same 

company. “As young women, it was hard to reach through. The first time I presented in front 

of the executive committee it seemed like they were sleeping. The next time I had to present in 

front of them, I put on a miniskirt. Then they at least seemed awake,” a middle manager 

admitted. One middle manager expressed, “One time I felt it was much easier to represent my 

organization externally, than internally. I felt people paid attention to me in a different way. 

(…) Externally, I was a representative for the company, while internally I was just me.” She 

continues,  

“Have experience being invisible, you say something and no one listen, ten minutes later 

someone said the exact same ting, and they get the credit. I have a pragmatic view on it; 

the most important thing is that I manage to implement my ideas. Who gets the honor is not 

so important to me. In the end, the organization will recognize that a lot of positive 

implementation has happened when you have participated. Eventually you will get the 

credit you deserve.”  

Some of the respondents mentioned having witness bad superior relations among other 

women in the organization. “Among colleagues I have heard about women who have had 

bosses that did not wanted to listen to them, that ignored them,” stated a middle manager. 

Another respondent had witness female colleagues who had been denied time off from work 

to participate in a Women Initiative Program because her superior did not see the value.   

Lack of mentoring and support slow down career advancement 

Some of the respondents mentioned having felt the need for more mentoring in difficult 

periods in their career. Several of the respondents stated that the biggest challenge in their 

career was to advance after maternity leave. “It is hard to come back, and get the 

opportunity,” underlined a middle manager. Another continued, “All progress and 

advancement stopped after I had children, I have been moved into the „mother of young 

children‟ category. But with full respect, we don‟t have the same amount of energy to offer.” 

A third middle manager felt the same way while her three children were young. She 

explained, “At one point, I had almost no support. I had a boss who did not see me. At that 

time I had so much to think about that I did not have any energy left to think about applying 

for new jobs.”   
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Men’s club network, exclusion and the struggle for power  

At least one respondent from each company represented in this study had experienced some 

kind of female hostile work environments, during their career. Several of the women 

mentioned that such hostile environment was related to power. “Nobody gives away power for 

free, the further up you reach the harder it gets,” and “It‟s going to be a struggle for power,” 

stated two middle managers. Further, “The old boys‟ culture can make it hard to compete,” 

mentioned an executive manager.  One of the middle manager recalled a difficult period in 

her career, when the executive team in her organization was much more conservative. “There 

have been tasks I have found extremely difficult. Changes that I have been expected to 

implement in a culture with men only, in a „macho culture,‟ which I have not been 

comfortable with. A culture characterized by silence, older men, and by people who suppress 

each other. They didn‟t talk to you directly, but when you participated in a meeting, they 

would tear you apart and make fun of you.” A colleague later told her that this kind of 

behavior was called “pillory leadership”. The explanation was simple. When you walk into 

the old boy‟s territory, they feel threatened and defensive. This was her first experience with 

the power struggle. “I tried to ignore it and to not take it personally,” she stated. However, 

she left the company for a period a short time after. 

A middle manager expressed, “I did not always feel like an fully equal member before. (…) 

This changed after I became manager.” However, several of the respondents had experienced 

difficulties after they reached management position. An executive manager had not faced 

many difficulties until she became an executive. “It was hard to get influence in the 

beginning, and to be accepted. I had to learn to get alliances, people that could back my 

arguments in meetings.” Further, she experienced being tested unnecessary hard in front of 

others, “I have experienced being challenged and tested unnecessarily hard in meetings with 

only men. (…) Occasionally, I did receive supportive phone calls from other executives who 

wanted to show their consolation.” However, that was not what she wanted. She appreciated 

the support, but kindly asked them, “Next time, could you please say something there and 

then!”  Another executive had a similar experience, “It was tough while I was new in the 

position, I had to prove my integrity. I was different from the other members of the executive 

team. I did not have international experience, I did not play golf, I was not 55+, I did not 

have economic education. I considered quieting several times.” 
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Gender specific expectations for behavior 

Several of the respondents referred to situations where their superior had different 

expectations to them than their male colleagues. Tow of the middle manager had felt that they 

were expected to take care of more emotional aspects in the workplace. “I think some are 

expecting me to take care of more emotional aspects,” stated a middle manager. While some 

felt that they were expected to show emotions, other felt they were punished for being too 

personal. “Some people did not believe in me, and was afraid that I would become „too much 

of a friend‟, which I found very annoying and inappropriate. (…) It must be all right to be 

interested in the person without being seen as too friendly,” stated a middle manager.   

Further, some of the middle manager had experienced that their superior expected them to be 

more motherly, and to take more time off from work. A middle manager had argued with her 

male superior once, when she claimed that she did not want to take maternity leave. Since her 

husband was working from home, she did not feel the need to stay away from work. Her boss 

ended the discussion by stating that this was something she was going to regret because her 

place was to be at home. Another middle manager had a similar experience, “A female 

subordinate believed that I wasn‟t able to take on more responsibility because I had small 

children at home. I found it quite annoying actually. I should be allowed to make that choice 

myself! There are plenty of men with small children (in our organization), what about them?”  

Lastly, a middle manager stated that it was important that women did not end up doing paper 

work like writing notes, just because they were good at it, while the men got all the 

challenging tasks. Another stated, “One period I had to write reports from all the meeting, 

which I later brought up and made an end to.” Some of the respondents signalize that women 

must be cautious about how they behave, since different rules for behavior seem to hold for 

men and women. One manager stated,  

“A behavior that is seen as acceptable for a man is not always seen as acceptable for a 

woman. A man can hold a speech and swear and it will be perceived as powerful, if a 

woman does the same it will be seen as unprofessional, out of control, and hysteric.”  

Strong and powerful drive related to influential leaders, is not possible for women to use 

without being punished. Another middle manager underlined this point, “I‟m quite intense, 

which is seen as a weakness, but if a man act in the same way it is seen as having drive and 

passion.” As a consequence, women act more carefully and controlled. An HR director stated,  
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“(Read: Female managers) can be afraid of being (seen as a typical) „woman‟, you 

understand that you cannot use muscles (in the same way as men), you have to be more 

tactical in order to reach out in management meeting. (You) need to be a little more 

cautious, and make sure to be prepared before you act persistently, more fact oriented, 

while men just through themselves out there.” 

The last aspect mentioned seems to be a result of stereotyping against women. A middle 

manager stated, “We (women) have to be very careful not to fall into the „bitch role‟, men do 

not have to worry about these things. If we get a little bit mad or snappy, you will easily be 

seen as „a bitchy type‟, it is a very fine line. So we have to be careful about how we express 

aggression and firmness,” explains a regional manager for 500 advisory engineers. “You 

always need to have this voice in the back of your head telling you „now you get triggered, 

watch it, do not lose control,‟ if you do, you will lose authority,” she adds. Another manager 

underlined “You have to adjust to a masculine culture, but at the same time you have to have 

the courage to hold on to your femininity and to be authentic. Or else we will lose the value of 

diversity!”  

 

Women adjust to a masculine culture 

Most of the women expressed acting differently toward men than women, one way or the 

other. First, women seem to be more relaxed around other women. “We laugh much more, 

and have a loose, informal tone. We don‟t need to mark our territory, no need for hierarchy. 

Our only ambition is to deliver the best as we can,” mentioned a middle manager. An 

executive manager admitted, “I can imagine that I would feel more relaxed in a meeting with 

women only, even though I have never experienced it.” “Men are more about facts; women 

are more about gut intuition. I make sure to have my facts straight when I am in a meeting 

with men only,” expressed an executive manager. She continued, “I also often feel that men 

have more hidden agenda compared to women.” A middle manager admitted,” I have, more 

or less, become a socialized man. In order to get your message out there, you have to act and 

behave like a man. If I say something smart, they will not get it the first time, more like the 

tenth time.” Several other women agreed on this point. Another respondent underlined the 

same point, “You have to say things clearly, slowly and repeat the message several times.” 
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Definition of executives 

Several of the respondents mentioned extensive demands, related to an executive position, as 

one of the main barriers for women to reach senior level positions. Today‟s expectations of 

executive managers require extensive availability to the organization and the clients, 

excessive exposure to the media, and geographic mobility. All these requirements can make it 

hard for women to combine work with family responsibilities. One middle manager 

highlighted, “If you look at how the leadership role is define today, men are probably a better 

fit, it you look at how the leadership role should have been defined, men and women would 

have been equally suitable.” Another middle manager stated, “It is hard to be exposed all the 

time.” “The organization is not my life; we need to create a more healthy work situation. 

Both young men and women wants to have a family, they want to travel, and to live a life 

beside work,” stated another. Further, another respondent highlighted, “More free time and 

flexibility is probably something both gender would like.” Some of the respondents mentioned 

in relation to this, more flexibility and delegation as a possible solution. Another middle 

manager expressed, “If a woman does not have the ability to organize her work load, and put 

something away for others to handle, she will have a break down.” A middle manager 

acknowledged, “Female executives need to put together a strong team if they want a life 

beside work. (…) The day this kind of team function is valued and appreciated, this is the day 

we can start to redefine the executive role. Should an executive be defined as a king on the 

top, or a person who have the ability to build and utilize a strong team?”  

 

Risk adverse organizations  

The respondents had experienced tendencies where men seemed to be more willing to recruit 

men, since men more often possess relevant experience. If organizations are more willing to 

take a chance on less experienced women, who might possess other important qualities, more 

women might reach executive positions. “Men recruit men, and we need more women to make 

a change,” stated one of the middle mangers. “People still hire candidates who are similar to 

themselves. People with the same background, education, and experience,” mentioned 

another. She continued, “I think there are a lot of women who are ready for a challenge, but 

are held up because the organization is not willing to take the risk. As long as the main 

criteria for executive positions are experience, women will always have a disadvantage 

compared to men (read: due to maternity leave and limited expatiate opportunities). 
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Therefore it is all about risk taking.” One executive manager had a positive experience with 

the organization‟s willingness to invest in young women. She was in her early thirties when 

she applied for her first position in the company. “It was obvious that I soon would get 

married and have children, so they took a big risk by choosing me as I most likely would be 

gone for 2-3 years,” she said. A couple of years later she was offered an executive position.  

 

4.2.4 Organizational opportunities 

The female managers identified several organizational opportunities that made it possible for 

them to have a successful career.  In the following section we will present seven of them. 

 

Liberal CEO   

Among those women who did not see any problems with combining work and family 

responsibilities, three traits were common. Firstly, they worked in an organization where the 

CEO and the executive team seemed to be liberal, and display more interest in the value of 

diversity. They also gave the impression of being more flexible towards people with young 

children. One manager stated that is was important that her subordinates had a life outside of 

work in order for them to contribute more at work. Another manager stated, “The climate has 

changed due to the new CEO. Now more men are taking maturity leave, which reduces the 

previous, quite obvious disadvantage for women.” A middle manager, who worked aboard, 

had arranged childcare support as part of her job contract. She had no problem taking care of 

her two young children, even though her husband was a week commuter. An executive 

manager with two younger children admitted having cancelled board meetings with rarely 

occasions. She commented, “I don‟t feel I have to stretch my self. (…) Some conservative 

members may have objections, but as long as the CEO supports me, I couldn‟t care less.” 

Several respondents also mentioned that they actively tried to set meetings between 09.00 and 

15.00 to make it easy for people with responsibilities out side of work.  

 

 

 

Flexible work patterns 
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Those women who faced few challenges had more flexible work hours. Several of the 

respondents also commented that they felt more flexibility in their present position, than they 

had felt in their previous position. With additional responsibility comes increased control over 

own workday, where the women could influence their work schedule to a higher extent. 

Third, you cannot be particularly sensitive if you want to succeed. Don‟t make problems out 

of small things. An executive manager states, “You can‟t expect childcare support. But (the 

organization) is supportive if something happens with the children.” Another executive states, 

“(Read I have) not have any particular support because l am a woman. Both genders are 

supported, if you have children and you need to spend time with them and so on. This counts 

for both male and female.” 

 

Positive visibility 

Several of the respondents could not refer to any specific problem or incidence that had made 

them feel less welcome or valued in the organizations.  One middle manager saw herself as a 

fully equal member of the organization, and explained the situation by highlighting that 

people in the company knew her very well. Almost all of the respondents referred to some 

kind of positive experiences related to being a woman in a male dominated organization. 

Many of them had achieved additional support and attention, where both superiors and even 

subordinates regularly showed concern and interest in their well-being. One executive 

expressed, “It is very nice to be the only woman, people are interesting in how I am doing, 

and make sure that I am all right!” Further, several of the women had been given additional 

education, been assign to interesting programs, and received extra mentoring, due to the fact 

that they were women. Lastly, some of them mentioned having positive experiences by being 

more visible in the organization. ”As long as you deliver, it is just an advantage to be more 

visible,” highlighted a middle manager.  

 

Gender-neutral hiring process 

 Several of the women expressed that they had not experienced any obvious discrimination in 

either recruitment or promotion processes.  “I have never got a job based on the fact that I am 

women, or the other way around,” stated one of them.  “I felt it was very natural that I was 

the one to take the team leader position for our unit. I am the one who take responsibility, I 

care about the whole of the pieces, and I make sure everyone do their job. The others are 
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more interested in the technical aspects of the job.  I am interested in „the larger picture‟,” 

emphasized a middle manager. Further, several of the women highlighted that they were good 

at expressing what they wanted, and to openly display their ambitions. “I have always been 

very clear about what I want,” stated a middle manager. Another expressed that on an early 

stage in her career she had asked one of her superiors for advice on how she could reach the 

position he possessed. She took his advice, and got the position a couple of years later. By 

showing willingness to grow and develop, subordinates seem to get attention and build 

relations with the right people. In relation to the previous comment, several of the successful 

women had taken advice from their superiors.  

 

Successful mentoring programs 

 Most of the respondents had no official mentor pointed out for them. Only three candidates 

had experiences with official mentoring. One of them said, “I was given a personal coach as 

a part of a program, and I think that worked out pretty well. We could talk about things I 

couldn‟t talk to anyone else about, internal issues and so on. (…) We also got the chance to 

talk about development strategies, on a longer term, which is always a challenge to find time 

to discuss at work.” Several other managers highlighted the importance of having an external 

partner, who could see things more in perspective.  Two of the three respondents receive an 

official mentor while they were going though a difficult period. “I had a coach a couple of 

years when I went through a difficult period. You do not want to share with your colleagues 

that you are struggling to hold your pieces together,” admitted an executive manager who at 

the time recently had given birth to her second child while she was appointed to an executive 

position. Another executive manager continued. “I was given a mentor who meant a lot to me, 

especially when I had a rough period with the rest of the executive management.” She had 

experienced that, “It‟s important to test your thoughts outside of the inner circle.”  

 

Successful Female Initiative Programs 

 Many of the women had found female initiative programs useful. “There are many good 

programs,” mentioned a middle manager. She highlighted one specific program; “The female 

mentoring program is a cross-geography program, where you get an external mentor.” 

Another company had experienced great success with their women initiative. This company 

had invited eight of their most talented female employees to participate in a program where 
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they were given education at the “Women University” in Oslo. This initiative was created to 

boost women‟s knowledge about leadership, and gender. “We were eight women who 

participated, today seven out of them have become managers,” said one of the participants.  

She continued, “To learn more about leadership and management seemed to be an important 

factor for women (read: in our organization) in order to build excessive confidence to apply 

for higher management positions.” 

 

Supportive superior relations 

In general all the women had experienced good relationships with most of their superiors. 

Several of the respondents mentioned that it has been a gender-neutral relation, where they 

did not have any particular advantages, or holdbacks. On the other hand, several of the 

respondents mentioned experiencing minder, natural adjustments.  “There are always 

something, small things. They (read: Superiors) will always relate differently to women than 

to men,” stated a middle manager.  “All superiors must reflect the person they want to 

supervise. I have experienced leaders who do not register whether I am a man or a woman, 

but they do not see me either (…) I believe it is natural that there are some differences, the 

expectations are the same however,” underlined another manager. Some of the respondents, 

especially those who had started their careers working in operations, felt they had received a 

little extra support compared to their male colleagues. “A little protective, but noting 

negative,” mentioned a middle manager.  “I believe the first boss I had looks at me with some 

pride today, since he saw the potential in me from the beginning, and supported me. (…) In 

that way I may have been treated a little differently,” stated a middle manager with an 

international career. A middle manager stated,  

“One boss I had spent more time with me than with my male colleagues. I think it was a 

combination of two things, firstly he saw that I wanted something, and secondly he had two 

daughters him self. He understood that if women are to be given the same opportunities (as 

men) someone had to do something.” 

Another manager stated, “The boss I have today respect the fact that I have other 

responsibilities out side of work, I feel he sees me as a whole person, not just an employee.”   

Others had used previous superiors as mentors later in their career. These mentors were 

usually older men who believed in women and who wanted to get them ahead. “I came in 

contact with an older man in the organizations after a few years. He became a sort of 
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mentor,” mentioned a middle manager. “It is important to have support from a person in a 

positions over you, who can pull you up and believe in you,” explained a middle manager. 

“My previous boss is someone I consider as my mentor,” stated another. “I have always 

looked for a coach in my bosses,” admitted one of the respondents. “I still keep in contact 

with my old boss, since there is not everything you can discuss in a executive management 

team,” underlined an executive manager. 

“My first boss saw it as his duty to recruit young women, so he only recruited women. The 

joke was “Erik with the tall ladies” because he did not hire a single woman less than 1.80 

centimetres. He was very consistent, and had very good experiences with it. „The best 

people I have ever recruited have been young women.‟ In that way we got a good 

environment, he really wanted to develop these women (…) he saw himself as a „start 

helper‟ to develop skilled women to different positions in the organization. He told me very 

precisely that he did not see me in the position more then 3 -5 years.” 

 

Supportive colleague relations 

In general, it seems to be important for the women to have a good relationship with their 

colleagues. Building extensive network and alliances internally seem to be crucial in order to 

deliver good results at all levels. Being able to talk and to discuss with people that have more 

or complementary knowledge and experience appears to be an important aspect of their 

career. Many of the women mentioned having one or two main sparring partners. Several 

mentioned having used their previous boss or colleagues at the same level in the organizations 

to discuss cases, get advice, feedback and second opinions. “I have one or two (sparring 

partners) who I can be complete honest with, in addition I also have a very close relationship 

with the CEO, and that is all I need,” mentioned a executive manager. Two of the executive 

managers mentioned that they used to team up with other members of the management before 

presenting their viewpoint in executive meetings. In this way they could get clearance and 

assure acceptance for their viewpoints and ideas. 
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5.0  DISCUSSION 
 

In this section we will discuss and analyze our findings in relation to the academic literature 

presented in the literature review. Based on our findings in the previous section, we will first 

present the most significant challenges female managers are likely to face in male-dominated 

organizations today. Further, in order to identify the most appropriate solution to these 

challenges, we have chosen to introduce additional literature by Ely and Meyerson (2000), 

which supports our findings in multiple ways. The authors present four approaches to obtain 

gender equality in organizations, which are structured into two sections. These two are; the 

traditional approach to gender and organizational change, and second, the nontraditional 

approach to gender and organizational change. Within the traditional view three strategies 

pertains, fix the woman, value the feminine, and create equal opportunities. The fourth 

strategy, access and revise work culture, takes a nontraditional view on gender and 

organizational change. We believe Ely and Meyerson‟s (2000) framework will ensure an 

organized and academically rooted discussion of the findings, and of possible solutions to 

overcome the identified challenges Norwegian female managers are experiencing in their 

career. 

 

5.1  Identifying the main challenges 

Scandinavian countries are seen to be feminine societies with few gender differences 

(Hofstede, 1993). As managers in feminine societies are seen to utilize more feminine 

leadership characteristics (Birkelund and Sandnes, 2003), people might expect Scandinavian 

societies to be more open for female managers. However, researches find support for the 

opposite. Carter, et al. (2008) found gender stereotyping to be positively correlated with 

gender egalitarianism, suggesting that men‟s stereotyping in the Nordic cultures has 

significant potential to undermine women due to strong competition between genders for 

resources and positions. This argument is believed to be even more evident in male-

dominated contexts. Interestingly, the respondents in our study gave no indication of having 

experienced tough competition from their male colleagues. Almost all the women did mention 

having strong relationships with several of their male coworkers, which seemed to be an 

important relation in order for women to reach through and be heard. The question is 

therefore, are feminine societies more open for female manager?  

In relating to this, almost all the female managers represented in our study had experienced 
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one or several gender-based challenges during their professional career. We identify the most 

significant organizational challenges to be: lack of superior support and career guidance, lack 

of mentoring, exclusion from informal networks and social interaction, gender-specific 

restrictions on behavior, requirements to adjust to a masculine culture, the masculine 

definition of executives, and lastly risk-averse organizations that are less willing to take a 

chance on a young women than a young men (See figure 4.1, section 4.2). Since three of 

seven identified challenges relate to women‟s struggle to fit into a masculine work culture 

(gender-specific restrictions on behavior, requirements to adjusted to a masculine culture, the 

masculine definition of executives), we suggest that the most significant problem female 

managers face in male-dominated organizations relates to the adjustments they are expected 

to make in order to be accepted as an integral part of the organization. 

Further, we suggest that female managers in feminine societies are more likely to face 

restrictions on behavior than female managers in masculine societies. Hofstede (1998) argues 

that women from masculine societies are more likely to act assertive and competitive than 

women from feminine societies. Female managers in masculine societies may therefore be 

more likely to successfully balance the leadership-role with their gender-role, since both roles 

are expected to contain aspects of masculinity. The American society is characterized as 

masculine on Hofstede‟s (1998) dimensions, were American women are seen to take on more 

masculine behavior and values. Based on these arguments, we suggest that Norwegian female 

managers are more likely to face reactions for acting against their gender-role, making it 

particularly hard for Norwegian women to emerge as influential leaders in male-dominated 

contexts, compared to American women. In the next two sections we will discuss four 

different approaches to improve Norwegian women‟s opportunities to emerge as influential 

leaders in organizations. The approaches will be discussed in relation to our empirical 

findings, in order to identify the most appropriate solution.  

 

5.2 Traditional approaches to gander and organizational change 

 

In this part we will introduce and discuss three traditional approaches to gender and 

organizational change. The three approaches will be critically analyzed, as their view is found 

to be insufficient to create gender equality in the long run. The forth approach, which will be 

presented in the next section, demonstrate a more comprehensive approach to gender equality.  
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An overview of the four approaches is presented in figure 5.1, below. The first three lines 

represent traditional views, while the last line represents the non-traditional view. 

 

 

5.2.1 Approach 1: Fix the women  

 

The first approach sees sex-roles as learned through social interaction. The lack of women in 

higher positions is explained by gender differences in socialization, which have rendered 

women less skilled than men to compete in the business world (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). 

Within this frame women are seen as the main target of change. By developing appropriate 

traits and skills through education and training, it is believed that women will be better 

equipped to compete against men.  

In relation to this, several respondents mentioned being strong and showing confidence as 

aspects they had learned or wanted to learn from men, which could signalize a lack of self-

assurance among women. Further, some of the female managers highlighted that the lack of 

confidence, and the fear of not being good enough had been a career hamper. Shortage of 

confidence had made several of the respondents depended on friends and colleagues to 

convince them to apply for more senior positions. In relation to this, the respondents uttered 
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the need to build confidence in what they do, and the need to feel fully trained before entering 

the next level. In this way, if women could acquire more self-confidence to reach for 

advancement, they might achieve more prominent positions earlier in their career. Further, 

some of the respondents wanted to become more determinate and clear in their decision-

making. Others mentioned having a tendency to raise questions in meetings in order to fully 

understand a problem, and to make sure that everyone has the same perception of the 

situation. Unfortunately, female managers‟ questioning tactics, and to some extent less 

determinate decision-making, could cause situations where men misinterpret women to be 

unprepared or less intelligent. If women learn how to avoid being misinterpreted, they might 

receive more recognition. In addition, almost all the respondents admitted that they had to 

adjust to the male dominated context they worked in. “I have to use humor in situations I 

normally would not have used it,” stated an executive. Further, she underlined that that men 

are more about facts, while women are more about gut intuition. “I make sure to have my 

facts straight when I am in a meeting with men only,” she underlined. In addition, several of 

the respondents mentioned having problems getting their message out. “I have, more or less, 

become a socialized man. In order to get your message out there, you have to act and behave 

like a man. If I say something smart, they will not get it the first time, it is more like the tenth 

time,” mentioned a middle manager. If more women could learn how to communicate and 

become influential in groups of men, more women might reach management positions.  

Some of the female managers in our study had participated in female initiative programs, and 

found it highly useful. As illustrated in the previous chapter, one of the companies had 

experienced great success with their Women Initiative Program. Eight of the most talented 

female employees in the company were given education at the “Women University” in Oslo, 

to boost women‟s knowledge about gender and leadership. Interestingly, seven out of the 

eight soon after became managers.  One of the participants underlined that if you look at what 

these seven female manages have managed to implement, they have recruited almost an equal 

amount of men and women at several levels in the organizations. This example shows that 

“fixing” the women through training programs might create more female candidates for 

management positions, which again are seen to foster more women in these kinds of 

positions. Unfortunately, we find little indication that such initiatives influence the cultural 

values in the organization. Two out of the three respondents from a company expressed 

feeling restrictions on behavior and communication, even though the number of women in the 

department had increased.  
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Based on the arguments above, we anticipate that approach 1 may improve women‟s self-

confidence and knowledge, and thereby boost women‟s ambition to reach more senior level 

positions in the organization. But the problem seems to be more complex than to just blame 

the more indidividual personality traits. The respondents in our study identified 11 challenges 

they had experienced during their professional career. Among those, only four can be 

characterized as individual barriers. Women might need to become more self-confident, better 

decision makers and more clear in their communication, but in order for that to fully take 

place the environment has to change and make it possible for women to be themselves 

without being misinterpreted or reprimand. A more gender-neutral culture would allow 

women to feel welcome to act as women, which again could make them more confident. As 

long as expectations and unwritten rules for how managers are supposed to act are more 

strongly related to masculine than feminine characteristics, women will most likely not be 

able to compete for management positions on equal terms as men. Further, if women are 

forced to adjust to traditional, masculine ways of communicating and behaving, organizations 

might fail to appreciate women‟s personal strengths, and end up loosing the value of diversity. 

The next approach, Value the feminine, is in many ways opposed to approach 1. Instead of 

fixing the women, and make women adjust to a masculine context, approach 2 suggests that 

the organization have to appreciate feminine values, and make it possible for women to 

utilized their natural strengths and advantages.  

 

5.2.2 Approach 2: Value the feminine 

The second approach to gender equality is nearly in perfect opposition to the first approach. 

Instead of blaming women for their lack of skill and knowhow, this approach argues that 

women have been disadvantaged in work settings because organizations place a higher value 

on behavior, style, and appearance that traditionally is associated with men and masculinity 

(Ely & Meyerson, 2000). This approach believes gender differences should be encouraged. 

Through diversity-training, this approach attempts to make people aware of gender 

differences, and highlights women‟s ability to listen, collaborate, nurture, and perform 

behind-the-scenes peacemaking (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, 

1982). By valuing women‟s way of lead, and appreciate the feminine, this approach believes 

more women will reach management positions. 
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According to the respondents in our study, gender differences in leadership styles are believed 

to exist. This finding is in agreement with the arguments above. First, men and women seem 

to have different communication styles. Women are believed to be more soft-spoken, more 

supportive, more personal, more open for others suggestions, and more careful in their 

approach to people. Some of the respondents mentioned that it seemed liked both men and 

women found it easier to talk to female managers, since they took the time to ask questions, 

and sit down and listen. These findings indicate women‟s effective communication skills, 

since problems and unresolved disputes more easily can be solved before they become 

serious. In addition, several respondents highlighted women‟s ability to talk about problems 

that men more often find difficult to deal with. “Women are not afraid to talk about feelings, 

how the team function, and to discuss relational aspects,” mentioned one of them. Several 

respondents underlined the importance of being open and honest in order to make 

improvements, and to solve problems fast. Second, the respondents saw themselves as more 

interpersonal oriented, more inclusive, and more team oriented than their male coworkers. 

Almost all of the female managers describe their leadership style as excessively personal and 

empathic compared to their male colleagues. Several of them mentioned that they spent more 

time supporting their subordinates compared to their male colleagues. Further, involving co-

workers and subordinates in decision-making processes were a common approach among the 

respondents. The women gave the impression of being an inclusive team leader in a 

decentralized structure, where talking, listening and discussing with colleagues were an 

important part of their problem solving process. These findings are in line with theory stating 

that women have stronger intuition, and ability to be empathic, which can create a more 

productive work-climate, and a stronger ability to mobilized human resources (Helgesen, 

1990; Rosener, 1990). Third, a profound difference between men and women‟s relation to 

power was highlighted. The respondents gave the impression of being less interested in 

power, status and acknowledgment, where the feeling of being professionally valued and 

useful appeared to be much more important. These findings are in line with relevant theory. 

Instead of using power to dominate and control, women are seen to have a much more 

relational and less individualistic perception of power (Grant, 1988). Further, several of the 

respondents mentioned that seeing subordinates succeed was one of the most motivating 

aspects of their job, which underlines women‟s willingness to share credit, and aspiration to 

accomplish results in collaboration with their colleagues. Further, the respondents saw 

themselves as less self solemnly, and less concern about formal positions compared with male 
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colleagues. The respondents used dialogues, open discussions and involvement when they 

wanted to influence their subordinates, which indicate a less hierarchic work culture. Four, the 

female managers represented in our study found women in general to be more open and 

honest about organizational and personal weaknesses. Fletcher (1994) recognizes 

vulnerability as a critical factor to explain why women possess different leadership abilities 

than men. The respondents express that they had a stronger ability to display vulnerability 

compared to their male coworkers.  The female managers in our study saw themselves as 

more open to express feelings such as self-doubt and inadequacy, which on one hand reduces 

women‟s self-confidence, but on the other hand allow more self-disclosure and the ability to 

identify both personal and organizational weaknesses.  

Even though the „Value the feminine‟ approach is created to boost women‟s career by 

celebrating their feminine qualities, it may actually hamper female manager‟s ability to reach 

management positions. By anticipating that women hold different leadership characteristics 

than men, there is a possibility that gender specific expectations reinforce gender stereotypes, 

leaving processes that can produce gender differences in stead of eliminating inequities (Ely 

& Meyerson, 2000). Several of the respondents referred to situations where they felt expected 

to behave differently than their male colleagues. Some of the middle manager had 

experienced that their superior expected them to act more motherly. While some felt they 

were expected to take care of more emotional aspects of the job, other felt they were punished 

for being too personal or friendly with their colleagues, putting their professional status at 

risk. Acker (2009) argues that unaware stereotyping may result in gendered practices of 

assigning men to line positions and women to staff positions. Our findings correspond with 

Acker‟s argument. Several of the female managers had experienced situation were they were 

expected to take care of tasks that traditionally have been characterized as „women‟s work‟. 

Examples of this is serving coffee and taking notes in meetings, be assigned to write reports 

instead of taking on more challenging tasks, and be more personal and emotional involved in 

employees wellbeing. Women‟s use of more „soft‟ traits can therefore in some cases be a 

direct effect of the pressure women feel to act in accordance with their gender. Theory states 

that different expectations to men and women, in relation to displaying masculinity and 

femininity, give men a natural advantage over women in powerful positions, where women do 

not seem to fit the leader role as well as men (Eagly & Carli, 2003). The problem with „Value 

the feminine‟ approach is therefore; that it leaves traditional assumptions and stereotyping of 

genders unchallenged (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). One middle manager mentioned that women‟s 
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competitive advantaged when it comes to being structured, systematic and accountable, might 

become their biggest career hamper. She and other respondents specifically underlined the 

importance of being careful not to take on tasks that are expected of you just because you are 

a woman. Two of the respondents mentioned that people‟s expectations might put women into 

„softer‟ assignments, which creates involuntary career paths leading women into more 

administrative tasks such as human resource and communication. As long as top managers are 

expected to hold masculine traits, are recruited from line positions, and are expected to know 

the core processes in the company, women are indirectly excluded from top positions (Acker, 

2009).  

 

5.2.3 Approach 3: Create equal opportunities 

The third approach presented by Ely & Meyerson (2000) is different from the two previous 

approaches as it sees organizations, and not women, as the origin of the problem. According 

to this perspective, gender differences are not created by social processes, but caused by 

unequal structures of opportunity and power in the organization, which block women's access 

and possibilities for advancement (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). Such barriers include hiring, 

evaluation, and promotion processes. These barriers do not only reflect sexist attitudes toward 

women, but also structures of power and opportunity that yield less access and fewer 

resources for women (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). This finding is in line with our research. 

Several of the respondents had experienced tendencies where men seemed to be more willing 

to recruit men than women, since men more often possess experience women lack. Others 

highlighted that men still hire candidates who are similar to them, with the same background, 

education, and experience. If organizations are more willing to take a chance on less 

experienced women who possess different qualities, more women might would have reached 

executive positions, mentioned two of the respondents. In general, the female managers 

underlined that there are a lot of women who are ready for a challenge, but are held up 

because the organization is not willing to take the risk. It was also underlined that as long as 

the main criteria for executive positions are experience, women with additional 

responsibilities at home will most likely have a disadvantage compared to men due to limited 

availability and mobility. According to some of the female managers it is all about risk taking.  

On the other hand, several managers were quite content with the recruitment process in their 

company. One executive manager had a positive experience with the organization‟s 
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willingness to give young women opportunities. She was in her early thirties when she 

applied for her first position in the company. She explained, “It was obvious that I soon would 

get married and have children, so they took a big risk by choosing me as I most likely would 

be gone for 2-3 years.” A couple of years later, right after she had given birth to her second 

child, she was offered an executive position. Several of the women in our study expressed that 

they had not experienced any obvious discrimination in either recruitment or promotion 

processes. These women were often good at expressing what they wanted, and to discuss their 

ambitions openly, which were seen to be an important explanation for their success. 

Interventions in organizational policies and structure can to some extent improve recruitment 

and promotion of women in entry and middle levels in the organization, according to Ely & 

Meyerson (2000). The explanation is seen to be; when the number of female managers rise, 

the number of female role models and mentors are likely to increase, which again can create a 

more female-friendly environment, and reduce some of the negative effect of tokenism (ibid.). 

However, intervention that attempts to reduce gender inequity by improving organizational 

structures alone, fail to notice the importance of changing believes that legitimate inequality 

in the first place (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). If the latter point is not challenged, gender 

inequality wills most likely play out in alternative structural forms, as it does not challenges 

the source of power or the social interactions that creates the status quo in the organization 

(Ridgeway, 1997).  

 

5.3  The nontraditional approach to gender and organizational change 

Acker (1992) argues that the nontraditional approach, “asses and revise work culture”, can 

create a much more inclusive portrait of the regimes of inequality in organizations. The fourth 

approach sees gender as a complex set of social relations that exist within and outside of the 

organization, in formal policies, informal patterns, as well as in narratives and social 

interactions (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). The problem according to this approach is that 

organizational practices tend to reflect and support men‟s experiences and life situation more 

than women‟s, as they traditionally have been created by and for men (Acker, 1990). This 

problem definition appears to be in line with the empirical findings in our paper. We 

identified the most significant problem to be conflicting roles, which makes it difficult for 

women to develop as influential leaders. We will therefore give emphasis to this approach.  
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5.3.1 Approach 4: Assess and revise work culture  

 

In the following sections we will first assess negative patterns in organizational work-cultures, 

which is seen to create challenges for female managers. Second, we will discuss how 

organizations can revise work-culture to obtain a more gender-neutral work environment. 

 

Assessment of organizational work culture  

In the following section we attempt to assess underlying challenges female managers are 

likely to face in organizational work culture. Based on the respondent‟s experiences we 

indentified three negative patterns; women face restrictions on behavior, women feel 

misunderstood, and women feel excluded and neglected. Our findings illustrate that these 

experiences are likely to create uncertainty among women, and challenge their ability to 

emerge as influential leaders.  

Firstly, female managers feel restricted on behavior. Even though the female managers in our 

study prove that it is possible for women to compete against men, and reach more senior level 

positions in male dominated organizations, various adjustments have shown to be necessary. 

Our study illustrates that different rules for behavior and communication exist for men and 

women. Most of the respondents admitted that they had to adjust behavior and 

communication style in order to gain influence, and to avoid punishment for acting 

inappropriate at work.  First, we found that female managers adjust behavior and 

communication in order to act according to “appropriate” leadership behavior. Some of the 

respondents expressed that women have to be careful not to behave too personal or to show 

too much emotion, as it can reduce credibility and career opportunities. Our finding is in line 

with Alvesson and Due Billing (2009). The authors argue that organizational culture may 

constrain behavior and interaction, as superior group of people tend to dominate ideas, beliefs 

and assumptions. Women in male dominated organizations are in this way expected to adapt 

to the superior group‟s behavior and thinking. Kanter (1977) underlines that since images of 

successful leaders typically are seen as masculine, displaying strength, aggressiveness and 

competitiveness; it can constitute a barrier to women‟s entry in to senior positions. In this 

way, are masculine leadership characteristics preventing women from gaining influence.  
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In addition to act according to appropriate leadership behavior, we found that female 

managers are expected to act according to norms for their feminine gender-role. Several of the 

respondents mentioned being negatively judged, or even seen as „bitches‟ if they did not 

adjust their behavior or communication around men. Too masculine behavior could in this 

way damage women‟s credibility. Strong and powerful drive associated with influential 

leaders is not possible for women to utilize without being punished. Female managers must 

therefore be careful how they express aggression and firmness. To sum up, women are 

expected to act in compliance with traditional, masculine leadership characteristics, and at the 

same time be cautious not to violate their feminine gender role.  Our fining is in line with role 

incongruity theory, which sees women‟s communal qualities as inconsistent with 

characteristics of successful leaders who are believed to be more agentic (Deaux & Kite, 

1993). As the judgment of women is likely to be incongruent with characteristics that are seen 

to be necessary in leadership positions, it can prevent women from higher status, and 

powerful jobs (Eagly & Carli, 2003).   

Second, female managers feel misunderstood. The respondents in our study stated that they 

had to be cautious when presenting something in male dominated contexts. Firstly, women 

have to speak clearly, and often repeat their message several times before it is received and 

understood. One of the middle managers underlined, “If an idea gets out slightly wrong it can 

fall into pieces even if it is quite clever.” These experiences are in line with Kanter (1977) 

findings stating that tokens are often misunderstood initially as a result of their statistical 

rarity. Further, according to Alvesson and Due billing (2009), women have a hard time 

making themselves understood as their talk, appearance, and actions may create confusion 

and misinterpretation in established communities of men. The respondents underlined the 

importance of being tactically prepared before presenting a case in front of an audience. To be 

well prepared, and to make sure someone in the group supports your ideas, were some 

examples. Two of the executive managers used to team up with other executives, to get 

clearance and critical evaluation of ideas and viewpoints before meetings. It was mentioned 

that men also used this tactic. However, it might be even more important for women, as they 

seem to have more problems with being understood and accepted.   

Third, female managers feel excluded and neglected. At least one respondent from each 

company represented in our study had experienced a female hostile work environment, where 

exclusion and neglect from formal or informal networks had taken place. Most of the 
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difficulties the respondents had experienced during their career were related to not being 

acknowledged and recognized. Several managers mentioned that it was hard to get acceptance 

from older men in the organizations, especially in the early stage of their career. One middle 

manager stated, “I have experienced being invisible, you say something and no one listen, ten 

minutes later someone says the exact same ting, and they get the credit. I have a pragmatic 

view on it; the most important thing is that I manage to implement my ideas. Which person 

who gets the honor is not that important” Further, another executive had several times been 

challenged and tested unnecessary hard in meetings with men. These experiences are 

consistent with Ridgeway (2001) and Acker‟s (2009) findings. The authors suggest that 

women‟s contributions are more likely to be ignored and even to evoke negative reactions. 

Once again, the respondents mentioned being well prepared as an important tactic when 

presenting suggestions and ideas. One of the executive said she had learned to use allies with 

power, especially if she was dealing with people who did not respect women. Another 

manager uttered, “(It is) important to be well prepared, and to talk to people in advance to 

make sure you have someone to support your arguments, to make sure you do not stand 

alone.” Several of the women mentioned that female-hostile work environments could be 

related to power, where female employees represented a threat to traditional ways of doing 

business. This understanding is in line with Kvande and Rasmussen‟s (1994) findings. In their 

study of women‟s entry into the engineering sector in Norway, the authors found female 

engineers‟ opportunities for career advancement to be depended on the organization‟s 

„structure of power‟. All of the companies represented in our study were influenced by a 

traditional, static hierarchical power structure. Static hierarchies are characterized by a 

conservative structure were older men have the power to decide which traits and 

characteristics are seen as valuable.  
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Women experience uncertainty – Above, in figure 5.2, we have illustrated the three most 

prominent career holdbacks the respondents have experienced in the organizational work-

culture. Given that female managers feel restricted on behavior, and at times misunderstood, 

excluded, and neglected at work, women should be more likely to feel uncertain how to 

behave and execute leadership in male-dominated contexts. In relation to this, characteristics 

the respondents see as admirable in male coworkers were among others to display self-

confidence, to make decisions fast, and to be clear and to the point. These findings indicate 

that female managers want to improve their ability to demonstrate confidence and self-

assurance. If women are uncertain of how to behave in male-dominated contexts, it is likely to 

affect their ability to develop as influential leaders. Our findings are consistent with Alvesson 

and Due Billing‟s (2009) argument, saying that female managers are more likely to 

experience uncertainty if a large majority of the manager team is men, as strong pressure for 

similarity in understanding, style, cultural competence and language can exclude people who 

deviate from established groups in the organization. In order to reduce the uncertainty female 

manager‟s experience, we suggest that organizations must create a more gender-neutral work 

culture, where the codes for men and women fit in. Our finding is in line with Bajdo and 

Dickson (2001). The author found that women are more likely to succeed in organizations that 

emphasize gender equity.  
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Revise organizational work culture 

Based on the female managers‟ experiences we find two adjustments necessary in order to 

create equal opportunities for men and women to reach senior level positions. First, 

organizations must revise work-culture to make it more gender-neutral. Second, organizations 

must revise the definition of executives as exclusively masculine.  

Firstly, in order to increase the number of female managers, organizations must create a more 

gender-neutral culture. One executive underlined that women get tired of being in meetings 

and dinners with only men. Several of the respondents mentioned that organizations must 

create a culture where women can feel comfortable and free to be themselves. In order to do 

so organizational processes and polices, as well as visual surroundings such as buildings, 

offices and meeting-rooms must be more „female-friendly‟. These findings are in alignment 

with Alvesson & Due Billing (2009). The authors argue that all kind of organizational 

structure and processes are seen as expressions of cultural meaning, producing gender ideas, 

values and assumptions. Social interactions, meetings, events in the company, stories, 

artefacts and physical objects are seen to demonstrate guidelines and direction for behavior.  

Further, organizations strongly dominated by men must try to avoid any sign of “macho” 

cultures, since it is likely to make it especially difficult for women to fit in and to compete. 

One female executive emphasized that the sales departments in her organization was 

influenced by an aggressive and masculine work culture due to strong competition for 

recognition among the employees. Such environments could make it difficult for women to 

feel comfortable, she underlined. If the department in which the organization recruits its 

talents is influenced by a particularly “masculine” and competitive work culture, it can 

prevent women from attaining necessary experience. The key is therefore to create a culture 

were also women feel comfortable. 

Unfortunately, cultural change programs that attempt to create a more gender-neutral work 

culture can be difficult to implement. The reason for this is because the owners and 

management‟s interest usually outweigh the interest of those who suffer from inequalities 

(Acker, 2009). The respondents in our study believed it was important to have a management 

team that truly sees the value of diversity, who proclaims its importance, and who point out a 

clear direction for how to attain more talented female and untraditional male managers.  

Based on our study we learned that three out of the six companies represented had recently 
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gone through changes in their management structure. A seemingly more liberal management 

had replaced a more conservative executive team in both cases. This switch seemed to have 

created a much more gender-neutral environment, especially in the higher level of the 

organization. Two of the female managers in one of the organizations stated that they had quit 

their job several years ago due to the difficulties they had experienced with the old, 

conservative management team. It was not until the organization had received a new and more 

liberal CEO, and gone through some major changes, they would accept to come back. One of 

them was offered a management position, the other an executive position. This example 

illustrates the importance of a management team that truly sees the value of diversity. Another 

executive had gone through an almost similar process. After an external candidate had 

replaced the previous CEO, major changes started to happen. One of the changes was the 

designation of the first female executive. The appointment of a second female executive had 

recently been announced.  

Our findings are in line with Ragins (1995) and Thomas‟ (1991) findings. Literature on 

diversity suggest that achieving and managing diversity requires an organizational culture that 

works for all employees, that encourage different styles of working and leading, and in which 

diversity is encouraged in thought and practice (Ragins, 1995; Thomas, 1991). The most 

important initiatives to promote gender equality must therefore come from within the 

organization. In order to do so, top management team must cooperate with the HR department 

and together take deliberate steps to ensure that people with decision power truly understand 

the value of diversity. This is important as people with decision power have direct influence 

over recruitment process and advancement policies. Thomas (1991) recommends a process 

for managing diversity that starts with identifying the central elements of the organization‟s 

culture that affects the company‟s philosophy about diversity, these roots will be assessed to 

determine whether they support or impede an environment supportive of diversity and 

determine which elements need to change. Further, Bajdo and Dickson (2001) suggest that 

given the relationship between gender equity and the presentation of women in management, 

it could be suggested that organizations seeking to create a culture supportive of diversity 

work ought to increase the number of women at management levels. This finding is in line 

with Kanter (1977). She argues that in order to successfully integrate women in the 

organizational culture, and to make it possible for women to affect the work culture the 

number of women has to exceed 30 percent. Interestingly, more than thirty years after Kanter 

(1977) introduced the concept of female “tokens” in male dominated organization; we found 
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that female managers still, at times, feel like symbols of their kind. 

“At times, I dwell on the fact that I am a girl among many men. Sometimes it feels like I 

represent women in general; if I do a good job it is good, but if I do something less good 

„women‟ are hopeless.”      - Middle manager. 

Marshall (1993) points out that the present of women alone is not likely to produce significant 

changes in organizational culture. If women are placed in positions with limited opportunities 

to influence the organizational culture it is not likely to be particularly effective. The Lehman 

Brothers Center for Women in Business (2007) has created a report on corporate best practice 

in Europe. In line with Kanter (1977), the report warns that executives must be aware of the 

fact that as long as the proportion of women in senior positions is below the critical 30 percent 

threshold, organizational culture and practices are less likely to create a strong pipeline for 

women. Interestingly, the report underlines that company with women CEO‟s are more likely 

to provide leadership experience for women in the leadership pipeline. It is therefore essential 

that executives address the issue of the tipping point. This argument is also in line with our 

findings. The respondents in our study believed that more female managers are needed in 

order to recruit more women. One of the female managers was surprised how much a few 

female symbols could affect the recruitment practice in her department. ”If you look at what 

the female manages in our department have recruited, you will see that we have almost an 

equal amount of men and women at every level,” she underlined. Based on the argument 

presented above, we will in the final chapter of this paper, come up with suggestions for how 

organizations can improve the number of female managers. 

 

Secondly, in order to increase the number of female managers organizations must revise the 

definition of managers and executives as exclusively masculine.  

“It is important to make room for a different approach to leadership (…) if you look 

at how the leadership role is defined today men are probably better fit, but if you 

look at how the leadership role should have been defined, men and women would 

have been equally suited.”     - A middle manager 

Our finding is in line with Bajdo and Dickson (2001). The authors suggest that organizations 

must value “feminine” as well as “masculine” management characteristics in order to create 

equal opportunities for men and women to reach senior positions.  
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Several of the female mangers in our study had, at some point in their career, felt they had to 

work harder than men to prove their competence and to get promoted. This finding is in line 

with Schein (1973). According to the author, leadership and management have traditionally 

been constructed in masculine terms. Organizational practices may therefore implicitly and 

explicitly place a higher value on masculine characteristics such as aggressiveness, 

independence and competitiveness (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). If masculinity and femininity are 

seen as tightly connected to men and women, respectively, it can be unfortunate to women as 

it gives priority to biological sex instead of individual qualifications (Alvesson and Due 

Billing, 2009). Based on the female managers‟ experiences, we identified three traditional 

aspects of leadership that hamper women‟s ability to reach more senior positions. The three 

traditional aspects of leadership are; the celebration of individual heroes versus collectivistic 

problem solvers; the preference of workers with extensive flexibility instead of workers with 

sufficient flexibility; and lastly a culture that honor dishonest, infallible workers versus honest 

and fallible workers. The three contradictions will be discussed in detail below. 

Individualistic heroes versus collectivistic problem solvers – Images that portray competence 

as heroic and individualistic can automatically hinder women from entering management 

positions. The reason is because heroic individualism is associated with men, while more 

relational activities are seen to be associated with women (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). These 

findings are in line with respondents‟ experiences. The female managers in our study found 

women to be more likely to involve co-workers and subordinated, to support and develop 

each other, and to be less focused on individual gain compared to men. “I have observed 

strong female leaders pushing subordinates in front of them, which sometimes can be 

misinterpreted as being a sign of weakness,” mentioned one manager. Further, several 

respondents underlined that women more often work quietly, and do “behind the scene” 

preparations. Another underlined that in the end, women will get the credit they deserve, 

because ultimately all the positive changes that have happened around them will be 

recognized. However, this recognition should be acknowledged much earlier, in order for 

women to attain the experience they need to reach more senior positions. Favoritism of 

individualistic problem solvers can create two obvious challenges for the organizations 

according to Ely & Meyerson (2000). First, organizations that value heroic and individualistic 

problem-solvers are likely to treat collaboration, teamwork, capability building, smoothing 

difficulties, and development of others as invisible work, which reduce people‟s incentives to 

develop others, build systems, prevent crises, and make plans (Ely & Meyerson, 2000).  
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Second, by celebrating heroic problem solvers, organizations open up for processes that are 

independent of any careful assessment of the organization‟s needs. This situation makes it 

possible for heroes to create roles for themselves that might not be congruent with the 

business real needs (Coleman & Rippin, 2000). In relation to this the female managers saw 

men to be more concerned about formal position, own ambitions, and to take credit for their 

work. Women, on the other hand, were seen to be more generous and willing to share credit 

than their male colleagues. On respondent stated, “I can gladly give away the credit to 

someone else; the most important thing is that the ideas and solutions that are best for the 

company are implemented.” One executive mentioned having experienced male managers 

who seemed to act based on their individual interests, “In general I see that women have a 

genuine interest for doing what is best for the company, while some few male managers can 

have strong self-seeking interests.” The most important criteria should be to select candidates 

with the largest effect on organizational efficiency. And in order to do so, the organization 

must celebrate managerial qualities that correspond to the value of the organizations. 

Extensive versus satisfactory flexibility - Today‟s expectations of executives require extensive 

availability and mobility, which can make it difficult for women to combine work with 

responsibilities out side of work. According to Acker (1990), the concept of „worker‟ and 

‟man‟ are seen to be inseparable, just as „parent‟ and „woman‟. This image is prevalent in 

many organizations, where the ideal worker is believed to be a person who is willing to put 

work first (Rapoport et al., 1996). The women represented in this study worked about 49,07 

hours per week, and had on average 1,59 children. Almost all the respondents, had an equally 

or more ambiguous husband, where the women had the primary responsibility at home. 

Common traits that made it possible to balance work and family responsibilities seemed 

firstly to be the ability to influence own work schedule, and secondly, a family that is used to 

a great amount of chaos, with a well-organized week table. Several of the respondents had a 

housekeeper or “au pair”.  

The female managers in our study seemed to have handled the delicate balance between work 

and family responsibilities. In spite of this, the extensive demands related to executive 

positions are still seen to be an important explanation for the lack of women in more senior-

level positions according to our study. More profound use of delegation and team-oriented 

approaches were seen to be possible solutions to increase the amount of female executives. 

Several respondents underlined the importance of organizing and delegating the workload, to 
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make sure not to waste valuable time. Further, others underlined that female executives need 

to utilize a strong team function if they want a life beside work. One respondent underlined, 

“The day a more team-oriented solution is valued and appreciated, that might be the day we 

can start redefining the executive role.” One of the respondents raised the question, “should 

an executive be defined as a king on the top or as a person with ability to build and utilize a 

strong team?” The women suggested that organizations must be careful not to reward men 

just because they have unbounded schedule, unrestricted flexibility or geographic mobility.  

Infallible versus fallible - One of the organizations were criticized by two of their female 

managers for having created a work culture that idealized infallibility, were everyone seemed 

to strive to become infallible. The outcome have been a culture were employees pretend to be 

better than they actually are, and become experts at hiding the things they are less good at. 

One of the respondents underlined that it was little room for failures or signs of weakness in 

this type of culture. If less individualistic and self-confident candidates believe such “poker-

face” behavior, it can have negative effects for the organization in several ways. First, it gives 

people incentives to hide uncertainty or weakness, which can effect organizational efficiency, 

as people may attempt to cover up their mistakes instead of openly discuss problems to find 

optimal solutions. Second, it may also hinder less self-assure candidates from applying for 

more prominent positions, as they believe they are not good enough. In this way, high 

competent candidates can be eliminated and create a direct challenge to diversity. Our result 

indicates that female managers display less self-confidence compared to their male 

colleagues, and are more open about own weaknesses. Thus, female manager may face the 

challenge of not being good enough just because they are more open about their own 

limitations. One of the female managers underlined the importance of creating a culture where 

it is okay not to be perfect, and where it is allowed to make mistakes and learn from them. To 

overcome this problem it was argued that organizations must recruit more confident leaders 

on the top who have the courage and ability to see the value of honest and less individualistic 

candidates. The most qualified people are not necessarily the once that talk with the most 

bravura and panache, underlined a middle manager. 

 

5.4 Summary 

In this chapter we identified the main challenge female managers are likely to face in male-

dominated organizations to be related to the adjustments women are expected to make in 

order to be accepted as an integral part of the organization. Further, we suggested that 
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Norwegian female managers are more likely to face reactions for acting against their gender-

role, compared to women from more masculine societies. This makes it particularly hard for 

Norwegian women to emerge as influential leaders in male-dominated contexts. In order to 

come up with an appropriate solution to the identified problem, four approaches to obtain 

gender equality in organizations were analyzed. The fourth approach, assess and revise work 

culture, were found to be the most suitable method. Based on the female managers‟ 

experiences, we made an assessment on the organizational work-cultures. We found that 

female managers are likely to feel restricted on behavior, and at times misunderstood, 

excluded, and neglected at work, due to their gender. Due to the problem with role-

incongruence, we believe women are more likely to feel uncertain about how to behave and 

execute leadership in male-dominated contexts. In order to overcome this challenge, we argue 

that organizational work culture must be revised in two ways. First, organizations must revise 

work-culture to become more gender-neutral. Second, organizations must revise the definition 

of executives as exclusively masculine, and open up for different leadership approaches. 

Based on the argument presented above, we will in the next and final chapter, come up with 

deliberate suggestions for how organizations can improve the number of female managers, to 

ultimately create a more gender-neutral work culture.   
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6.0  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1  Conclusion of results 

Our research question is: 

 

How do Norwegian female managers perceive their professional career? Based on their 

assessment, how can organizations obtain gender equality? 

The purpose for this study was first to discover how Norwegian female managers perceive 

their professional career. Firstly, we discovered that loose career plans and relatively low 

display of self-confidence were common traits among the female managers. The women 

expressed being less ambitious and determined than their success would anticipate. The 

respondents‟ description of own leadership style was clearly influenced by transformational 

leadership characteristics, summarized as emphatic, personal, inclusive, team-oriented, and 

visionary. In relation to this, the female managers in our study had a clear tendency to 

emphasize group-oriented motivation factors over self-oriented factors.  

Further, the respondents expressed that they worked hard and systematic, where some even 

felt they had to work harder than their male colleagues to prove their abilities. Leadership 

traits the women found important in order to be good managers were almost in perfect 

correlation with the respondents‟ description of own leadership traits. The ability to make 

tough decisions was the only transactional leadership trait that was highlighted. Interestingly, 

none of the female managers mentioned this quality when asked to explain their own 

leadership abilities. This might indicate that female manager‟s lack, or wish they had more 

decision-making abilities. In relation to this, we discovered that leadership characteristics 

women have learned, or attempted to learn from men could be characterized as agentic 

leadership. Examples of this were the ability to execute decision-power, ability to display self-

confidence, ability to be clear, “to the point” and firm, and lastly, ability to be tactical and 

prepared. These qualities can all be associated with a masculine and almost militant 

leadership style. Female managers‟ lack of certain abilities might be a sign of gender-specific 

qualities, gender-specific socialization processes, or gender-specific expectations, which 

makes it more difficult for women than men to act in accordance with traditional leadership 

characteristics. In any case, our findings underline that female managers want to improve their 

ability to demonstrate confidence and self-assurance to become influential leaders. Therefore, 

we might interpret our findings as a signal that female managers feel uncertain about how to 
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behave and execute leadership in a male dominated context. Our findings are consistent with 

Alvesson and Due Billing‟s (2009) argument, saying that female managers are more likely to 

experience uncertainty if a large majority of the management team is men.  

Based on the respondents‟ experiences, we have concluded that the most prevalent hinder 

Norwegian female manager‟s experience in their career is to balance the masculine leadership 

role with the feminine gender role. We believe this struggle hinder women from being a fully 

integrated part of the organization, creates uncertainty and hamper women from becoming 

influential leaders. This finding is in line with Richardsen et al. (1997). The Norwegian 

survey, conducted on 191 managerial women, found that work pressures and role conflicts 

have negative effects on women. Further, Kanter (1977) argue that women do not seem to fit 

the leader role as men do, where they face the challenge of either possessing too masculine 

and harsh characteristics or too feminine and soft qualities.  

The second purpose for this study was to explore how organizations can obtain gender 

equality, based on Norwegian female mangers‟ experiences. By analyzing Ely and 

Meyerson‟s (2000) four approaches to create gender equality we found the fourth approach, 

“assess and revise work culture,” to be an appropriate solution to the identified problem. 

According to this approach, organizational practices tend to reflect and support men‟s 

experiences and life situation more than women‟s, as they traditionally have been created by 

and for men. We identified three negative patters in organizational work-culture; women face 

restrictions on behavior, women feel misunderstood, and women feel excluded and neglected. 

By assessing and revising the organizational culture it can be possible to create a more 

gender-neutral work environment, and to reduce some of the role-conflict female managers 

experiences (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). Based on the female managers‟ experiences, we 

conclude that first, in order to obtain gender-equality organizational culture, practices and 

policies must become more gender neutral, and second, the definition of managers and 

executives as exclusively masculine must be modified. We believe the most appropriate 

solution to implement these changes, and to create a more gender-neutral work environment, 

would be to increase the number of female manager. 
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6.2  Recommendations 

In order to revise organizational culture, to create a more gender-neutral work environment, 

we argue that organizations must provide representation of women in all departments and 

levels of the corporation. This applies especially for the core departments of the business, in 

order to avoid tokenism in male dominated areas of the company. In this section we 

recommend companies to evaluate four areas that have potential to improve women‟s 

opportunity to reach more senior positions. The four identified areas are; create gender-neutral 

recruitment and evaluation processes, improve work/ family balance, create supportive 

networks for women, and lastly, give women equal competence and experience as men. The 

four areas of recommendation is illustrated in table 6.1 below. 

 

 

 

Create gender-neutral recruitment and evaluation processes  

In order to create more gender-neutral recruitment and evaluation processes, we recommend 

that corporations take deliberate steps to ensure validity in appraisal and evaluations 

processes. First, organizations must make manager aware of weaknesses in evaluation and 

selection processes, and give suggestions and policies for how the process can be improved. 

One policy to improve managers‟ awareness of female potential is to enforce managers to 

make a list of potential candidates for future available positions. On this list, at least five 
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female candidates must be presented. The candidates can be located both in and outside the 

organization. The key point is to enforce managers to constantly become aware of female 

potential. Further, in order to create gender-neutral evaluation processes, we recommend 

organizations to put system checks in place to make sure processes are routinely monitored 

for gender disparities (Carter, et al., 2008). We believe this initiative is especially important, 

since sex-role attitudes and assumptions about women are difficult to control. Some people 

still seem to believe the low presence of women in senior position is a result of women‟s own 

choices, family responsibilities, and the burden of the second shift. Therefore, we recommend 

organizations to improve employees‟ awareness of stereotyping, and how it affects the 

evaluation process. Interestingly, recent studies show that 80 percent of American mothers 

who leave the work force would rather prefer to stay on the job (Meers & Strober, 2009). We 

suggest that organizations can control negative stereotypes against women and women‟s 

preferences to a certain degree. One way can be to encourage men and women in the 

organization to hold gender-stereotypical myths under control. By not excluding female 

candidates from being evaluated to expatriates assignments just because it is assume that 

women will not go, or to give women more administrative related task, just because they 

presume she will prefer that over being placed in operations. 

As stated in our discussion, women‟s representation in evaluation panels is seen to have 

positive effects on the recruitment of women. By ensuring more gender balanced recruitment- 

and evaluation panels, be believe gender bias is likely to decrease. Just as men are seen to hire 

men, we believe the same thing is applicable for women. For this reason it is especially 

important to ensure female representation in all departments and organizational levels. In this 

way, a more balanced gender-culture can be obtained throughout the organization. This effort 

is especially important in areas were women are strongly underrepresented. By ensuring more 

female symbols and female mandates on evaluation panels, we believe the number of women 

in male-dominated departments is likely to increase. If organizations implement systems that 

allow employers to track and file employees experiences, assignments, and performance 

evaluations, organizations will be able to evaluate women‟s progression more easily. Such 

systems open up two possibilities. First, it gives organizations the opportunity to identify 

unemployed potential. Second, by tracking employees‟ career path, organizations can identify 

levels or departments in which women seem to fall off the ladder. By identifying who falls of 

track, where it is likely to happen and why, organizations can more successfully provide 

follow-up guidance and support, to make sure women receive the right training, experienced 
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and support to overcome potential hindrances. Most importantly, career guidance and 

planning can assist women to receive necessary preparation and pipeline experience to reach 

for the next level. We believe career progression evaluation systems will ensure more 

qualified and experienced female candidates.  

Improve Work/ Family Balance  

By making flexible work arrangement a normal part of the workplace culture, it enables 

employers to reasonably accommodate family duties and career responsibilities. On the 

question, “are flexible work hours created to help women take care of their families, or does it 

enable them to put more hours in so the company can earn more?” the answer is probably 

both. Studies have shown that women who are satisfied at work are more willing to 

compromise on the number of work hours. Thus, employees are willing to work more, if they 

feel their employer is willing to help them. In addition, employees with a balanced 

work/family situation will most likely work harder and be more efficient at work. So in the 

long run we believe flexible work policies can create value for both parties. Therefore, we 

recommend companies to create policies that can be negotiated according to the needs of each 

employee. Further, in order to encourage more women to seek positions of responsibility, 

companies should also attempt to increase the flexibility of especially demanding positions. 

This counts especially for executive positions, which are often seen to be extremely inflexible 

and difficult to balance with family. More use of team-based management for instance, can be 

one way to give women the options to cope with family inflexibilities, yet pursue their career 

development.  

Further, in order to avoid assumptions that see women as the main caretaker for the family, 

work/family policies should be made equally available for male and female employees. By 

creating and offering leave programs that can help attract more men, organizations can assist 

in breaking down traditional stereotypes. Further, it can diminish beliefs that see early stage 

childcare as solely a woman‟s responsibility. In this way, traditional gender roles can slowly 

be shed. Lastly, to obtain more gender balance organizations can create practices and 

processes to support women in difficult periods. An example of this is right after maternity 

leave. Our study illustrates examples where female mangers felt misplaced, overlooked and 

neglected. Several of the female managers represented in ours study asked for a better 

facilitation for a career-comeback after a period with less intensity, due to increased family 

responsibilities. Others had experienced advancement difficulties after holding the same 
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position for years. One manager explained the situation, “It is hard to change people‟s 

perception of you if you have stayed in the same position for a long time, and therefore it 

might be a good idea to apply for a new position instead of fighting people‟s negative 

stereotypes about you.” Based on these findings we recommend companies to consider 

implementing more deliberate support systems to help women „back on track‟, after periods 

of less intense career progression.  

Create supportive networks for women 

Professional assistance at work is seen to be a critical factor for female workers, as lack of 

supporting networks and mentoring can stall progression. In order for organizations to meet 

the need of their female employees, we recommend organizations to implement initiatives that 

attempt to provide necessary support for women who experience difficulties or stagnation in 

their career.  As previously mentioned, one such difficulty is seen to be career comeback after 

parental leave. Further, we found additional support to be especially important when women 

enter top management positions. The reason for might be seen as a result of an even more 

male dominated context. Therefore, we recommend organizations to facilitate mentoring and 

coaching programs for female executives, to help boost confidence, and to provide them with 

an experienced discussion partner, out side of the management team. 

Further, besides from mentoring and support, internal and external networks are seen to be a 

critical factor for women‟s advancement. Women are shown to meet hindrances when 

attempting to access professional networks in male dominated industries. Such networks are 

in general an important element in order to be seen and known by the right people. Men are 

often known to be especially good networks builders, and at times dependent on their network 

to achieve assignments and advancement opportunities. Without the right network, and access 

to the right people, women risk making themselves invisible in the organizations, letting 

opportunities go by. In order for women to attain equal advancement possibilities to that of 

men, organizations must attempt to make professional networks more available for women. A 

variety of training program can be put in place to ensure women access to professional 

networks. We therefore recommend organizations to give women more operational 

assignments, since networks in male dominated industries seem to focus on the core business.  
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Give women equal competence and experience as men 

 

Lack of necessary competence and experience is seen to be one of the main obstacles women 

face in their attempt to reach more senior positions. By ensuring appropriate training, career 

guidance and experience, as already mentioned, we believe women are more likely to receive 

crucial assignments earlier in their career, which will lead them to more senior positions later 

in their career. Women‟s lack of hands-on experience of the firm‟s core business is by many 

seen as one of the main explanations for the low representation of female executives. Up until 

today, women occupy 40 percent of non-executive roles in Norway, while the number of 

executive roles on boards is still disappointingly low. One problem seem to be that too many 

women enter functional roles such as human resources, marketing and accounting early in 

their careers, in stead of seeking in to the mainstream, driving profits. Some women are 

probably selecting their career path by choice. Others may fear the culture, and think they 

might not be able to go ahead in more masculine parts of the organization. Based on this 

argument we recommend organizations to better prepare women for executive positions. 

Organizations must make sure women further down the corporate ladder gain accurate 

experience. By creating development programs, as discussed earlier in this section, 

organizations can supervise women and make sure they receive necessary competence. We 

also believe that by providing extra career guidance for women to make them aware of the 

impact of their choices, and the influence of gender stereotypes on career selection, women 

can become more aware of existing pitfalls. Lastly, we believe forcing women to make more 

deliberate reflections about own ambitions, and by underlining women‟s options in the 

company, women will be more able to see their possibilities in the company.  

6.3 Final recommendation  

 

In relation to our identified problem, one question arises; “Could a more gender-neutral work 

culture, combined with a public debate about diversity, be equally effective as quotas in 

increasing the number of women in senior executive positions? Some would probably argue 

that quotas are an oversimplified solution to the diversity challenge. We, on the other hand, 

see quota systems as a way to allocate positions of power. However, we do acknowledge that 

such implementation do not come without risk and resentment. If women are promoted based 

on mandates to “increase the numbers of women” backlash is most likely to occur. It is 
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therefore important to keep in mind that initiatives based on quotas can make women less able 

to influence work culture (Ragins, 1995). However, our society seems to be in need of more 

drastic action steps, if we are to change a situation that have seen little progression the last 

decades. Despite the fact that Norway was the first country in the world to introduce a law 

demanding that women make up 40 percent of directors of listed companies, there has been 

little increase in the number of female top executive. Although Norway has a high 

representation of women in the work force, the Norwegian labor market is still among the 

most gender-segregated in the developed world. Therefore, we raise the question; have the 

legislated quota system been successful? We would have to say, most doubtful. More than 

thirty years after Kanter (1977) first introduced the concept of female “tokens” in male 

dominated organizations, our study provides evidence that Norwegian female managers still 

feel as symbols of their kind.  

We believe one way to ensure a continuous progress of women‟s recruitment into leadership 

positions, is to introduce concrete targets. One of the respondents in our study underlined,  

”When evolution fails, revolution might be a good alternative.” 

Our suggestion is therefore to use quotas, not only on boards, but also on management 

positions. The idea we present consists of two steps. First, organizations must identify the 

hierarchical level female workers find the most difficult to enter. For instance, let‟s say an 

organization has 40 percent women at the middle manager level, but only one executive out of 

ten are women. By introducing a quota system, that ensures the amount of female managers 

recruited to the next level is equal to the amount of women represented at the level below, 

tokenism will diminish. So, if 40 percent of middle managers are women, 4 out of 10 

executives must be women. We believe this intervention can be a useful tool in order to make 

organizational diversity initiatives and monitoring a rolling stone. Interestingly our 

recommendation is in line with recent findings. Researchers have (The glass hammer, 2010) 

examined the effect of the Norwegian law on boards and firm value. On average, Norwegian 

firms experienced a 2,6 percent drop in company value at the announcement of the new law. 

However, the drop in value was not because firms had to put women on the board. The main 

reason for the drop was because organizations had to hire less experienced directors. In 

particular, the lack of upper management experience was believed to have especially negative 

effects. Our recommendations are therefore heading towards the solution of the problem. By 

creating incentives for managers to develop and train women for executive positions we 
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believe women soon can enter powerful positions on more equal terms as men. In this way 

women can be evaluated as a contribution to the firm, rather than a hamper. An important 

aspect, however, is that any quota initiative should come from within the company, and not be 

forced upon the management team by legislators. We believe a strong management team is 

necessary in order to obtain a successful implementation. Further, we are convinced that with 

a strong support from the top management team, organizations are likely to reduce the risk of 

“backlashes”. Therefore, we strongly recommend organizations to build a management team 

that truly sees the value of diversity, and that openly communicate their vision of a more 

gender-natural environment. Our recommendation is likely to motivate female employees in 

two ways. Firstly, by ensuring female representation in top executive positions, women are 

more likely to evaluate senior positions as a reachable goal. Second, by opening up the ladder 

for both genders, and creating incentives to develop female potentials, women are more likely 

to meet a culture that is welcoming women on equal terms as men.  

Finally, it is worth to mention that the motive for quota initiatives is not to create gender-

equality for the sake of justice. The main reason is to optimize value creation in organizations, 

and in society as a whole. With increased competition and an intensified globalization, the 

Norwegian market is no longer only competing against its neighboring countries. The world 

has today become one market. If the western civilization is to survive the race for economic 

profit Norway, as well as every other nation, has to stop wasting half of their talent pool. In 

the entry to the 21st century Norway should, once more, lead the way and start implementing 

initiatives that respond to the root of the problem. As mentioned in the introduction to this 

paper, Norway and the Nordic countries are in a sort of „experimental zone‟ regarding gender 

equality, where knowledge developed within the region is of special importance for the global 

community. Any successful implementation in Norway is therefore likely to have significant 

effects on the development of female talents worldwide.  

 

“It is impossible to realize our goals while discriminating against half the human race.”   

 
Kofi Annan,   

Former secretary general of the  

United Nations (DFID, 2007).  
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