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Executive	Summary		
	
Globally, in recent years, it has become easier than ever to move and work internationally. This has not only 
generated cross-cultural interactions but also opportunities to influence and be influenced by divergent 
cultural norms, values and behaviors. Expatriation has been one of the main pioneers towards this 
phenomenon. Even though the number of expatriates has multiplied over the past decades, female expatriates 
have only recently started obtaining the opportunity to pursue career prospects in international management 
positions. Various barriers still prevail that hinder women from acquiring equal opportunities as men, 
including monetary and occupational segregations. Furthermore, insufficient amount of research has focused 
on how women expatriates personally experience and interpret gender inequality or inequity, especially 
within an international environment.  
 
Consequently, this research contributes to the study of gender discrimination in a modernized world. The 
purpose is to focus on a narrow segment of expatriate women and interpret their personal perceptions and 
experiences on gender inequality and/or discrimination within an international context. Specifically, the 
research aims at answering the research question and sub-questions: 
 
How might Danish expatriate women working in managerial positions in China experience gender 
discrimination and/or inequality?  

• How are these experiences potentially different being in a foreign working environment?  
• What factors have enhanced or hindered their participation and inclusion as women?  

 
The research challenges the traditional assumptions about gender roles and instead, from a social 
constructionist perspective, argues that ‘gender’ is a continuous process, which is formed and recreated 
through social interactions in new contexts. Since the power to structure and reproduce the perceptions of 
gender unfold on an individual level, the strength of the report emerges from receiving personal 
interpretations using in-depth interviews. In total, 11 Danish women in management positions, who were 
currently working or had worked in the People’s Republic of China, were interviewed. A thematic analysis 
was implemented to uncover themes that correlated to the research question. Multiple themes connecting to 
gender stereotyping, identity constraints and imbalances, traditional social expectations, gender segregation, 
and participation and exclusion emerged from the narratives.  
 
These themes combine to illustrate how heterogeneous characteristics of companies, institutional settings, 
and traditional social norms still contribute to the reconstruction of gender inequality for Danish expatriate 
women in China.  
 
Specifically, these were primarily subtle actions of gender-based discrimination that appeared amongst locals 
and internationals. Socio-cultural norms and expectations pushed women to prioritize their employment 
status, causing constraints on balancing their roles inside and outside of work. Simultaneously, the women 
were confronted with gender stereotypes that challenged their identity formations on how to perform as an 
‘deal worker.’ However, depending on the context, these expatriate women had the capability to ‘lower’ their 
gender identity by leveraging their foreign identity and management position, as these represent prestige and 
status within China. Evidently, cultural norms and values proved to influence how gender discrimination is 
perceived and tolerated divergently in societies.  
 
The theoretical findings contribute to the knowledge on gender inequality by uncovering experiences where 
gender discrimination still persists for women in international management positions. These barriers are 
supported by recommendations targeted for companies deploying Danish women to China and for the 
women themselves. The research also opens the doors for further research both on female expatriation and 
gender inequality in China.  
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1.0 Introduction 
This chapter will provide an overview of how this research was established. In particular, I begin by 

clarifying the objective of the report. Subsequently, a brief description is given on the background 

reasons, followed by the research question and sub-questions, and then delimitations. Finally, a 

diagram is created to present the structure of the complete report.  

1.1 Overall objective  
The overall objective of this report was to explore the phenomenon of gender discrimination. With 

this aim as point of departure, I attempted to examine how gender inequality and/or gender inequity 

could prevail within a specific cultural context through the perceptions of one homogenous 

categorical group. Hence, the report focused on Danish expatriate women in management positions 

who worked or had worked in the People’s Republic of China. This specific scope was used to 

demonstrate how gender role discrepancies could potentially be experienced and tolerated 

divergently when deployed as female expatriates to a new surrounding. My aim was to support 

previous research on the topic of ‘gender’ and ‘expatriation,’ and establish theoretical findings that 

contributed to solving the critical and global issue of gender inequality. 

1.2 Background information  
Even though gender inequality has historically been a common attribute in all societies (Sharma, 

2015), it’s only within the past half-century that it has become a rising discussion and focal point 

worldwide (Hiller, 2014; United Nations, 2014). One fundamental trigger came from globalization 

and modernization, which has significantly altered the life-styles and interactions between men and 

women. More people have taken advantage of this easier accessibility to international destination 

through exploitation of career opportunities in foreign labor markets, leading to increases in cross-

cultural interactions.  

This has also initiated a global decline in gender segregation, where more women are 

continuously seen entering and participating in educational institutions and labor markets, both 

locally and internationally (Wu & Cheng, 2016). The increase in female employment on a global 

scale has developed additional attention to the role of women expatriation. Evidently, governments 

worldwide have demonstrated more commitment on minimizing gender inequality, but in reality, 

the level of effort has been very context specific (Sharma, 2015). The amount of resources allocated 

to increasing gender equality has been contingent on the country and cultural norms imbedded 

within due to the divergent prioritizations of gender equality. As a consequence, even though 



Master	Thesis	2016	 	
	

Copenhagen	Business	School		 6	

expatriation provides “a valuable career development opportunity” (Shortland, 2011, p.271), 

individuals encounter various levels of cultural differences stemming from, amongst others, the 

divergent socio-cultural expectations of how men and women behave. Thus, although women have 

received more opportunities for expatriations, they are still confronted with barriers that lead to both 

occupational segregations and gender inequity in the new and modernized international 

environments (Shortland, 2011).  

Described as a modernized society, China has experienced significant historical events that 

have influenced both the Country’s development progress as well as how gender differences is 

perceived. One of the main influences happened when the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) gained 

power and created the People’s Republic of China (China). As the leader of CCP, one of Mao 

Zedong’s ambitions was to eliminate inequality throughout the whole country, with particular focus 

on gender equality. One of his most popular slogans: “Women are half the sky” was a testament to 

encourage women’s contribution in the labor market. However, in reality, this Cultural Revolution 

created severe setbacks for China’s economic and social developments. As a result, after the end of 

this era, a predominant focus was to reestablish the national economy (Burnett, 2010).  

Strengthening the national economy by adjusting the labor system and focusing on work 

intensification (Xiao & Cooke, 2012) enabled China to boost economic growth and become one of 

the world’s largest economies (World Economic Outlook, n.d.). This success gained attention from 

businesses worldwide and attracted international companies to expand their productions to the 

Chinese markets. This also meant that companies were deploying employees, increasing the amount 

of expatriates in China. According to statistics from the Expat	 Explorer	 Report	 2014	 (HSBC 

Expat, 2014), China was amongst the three leading destinations for expatriates. However, amongst 

these expatriates, only 40% were women. Hence, despite China being labeled as a ‘BRIC’ country 

where economic prosperity leverages international companies, statistical data indicates how gender 

gaps in the distribution of expatriates to China is still progressing.      

In the context of China, the gender disparities embedded in the cultural and social norms 

“have the potential to limit the success of female expatriates in China” (Owen, Javalgi, & Scherer, 

2005, p.24). The Global Gender Gap index, which was developed by the World Economic Forum in 

2006 to measure the degree and progress of gender-based differences, revealed that China was 

ranked 87th (out of 111 countries). This meant that not enough focus and progress has been made to 

eliminate gender inequality. In contrast, Denmark was ranked amongst the top five countries 

exhibiting most gender equality (World Economic Forum, 2014). These differences in ranking are 
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linked to the cultural differences, educational and modernization levels (Hiller, 2014). This contrast 

would signify that Danish women pursuing careers in China would have difficulties adjusting to the 

culture both in regards to the Chinese socio-cultural norms and values, and to the higher level of 

gender inequality and inequity.   

Taking this into consideration, observing Danish expatriate women’s personal experiences 

in China may provide some indications why the commitment to gender equality is minimal. This 

information could provide further insights into the more implicit gendered activities that may 

progress within the companies and how this might be linked to individual perceptions of gender 

inequality. Hence, this focus will be the foundation for the report and correlates to the research 

question, which is described more in-depth in the following section.  

1.3 Problem formulation  
Since China continues to be a popular destination for foreigners, it paramount to investigate not 

only the reasons why there are fewer women expatriates in China but also how the cultural 

surroundings, imprinted with a complexion of traditional and modern norms, could influence the 

personal experiences of Danish expatriate women. Since the contrast in the Danish and Chinese 

gender gap is evident, I find it relevant to investigate a homogenous categorical group comprised of 

Danish expatriate women with management positions. These women’s perspectives could provide 

further insight into what stimulates perceptions on gender inequality in a new cultural context. With 

this, the research question and sub-questions were formulated as followed:  

 

Research Question:  

How might Danish expatriate women working in managerial positions in China experience 

gender discrimination and/or inequality?  

- How are these experiences potentially different being in a foreign working environment?  

- What factors have enhanced or hindered their participation and inclusion as women?  

 

In regards to the formulation of the research question, two important definitions need to be notified. 

These relate to ‘expatriate’ and ‘gender discrimination.’ First, due to globalization, the term 

‘’expatriation’ has evolved to incorporate different kinds of deployment. My report will apply the 

concepts of assigned-expatriate (AE) and self-initiated expatriate (SIE). These are defined below, 

starting with an overall definition of ‘expatriate’ (Andresen et al., 2014): 

1. An expatriate is a person who moves to a new country, changing the place of residence and 
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executing assignments abroad.  

2. AE is sent abroad by the home organization, who makes the legal decisions and contracts 

3. SIE the reason to move abroad and work internationally is decided by the individual  

Second, ‘gender discrimination’ does not have a concrete definition but instead umbrellas practices 

of unfair treatment for men and women on the grounds of gender. These include gender inequality, 

lack of equal opportunities, exclusion and stereotyping. As these concepts are influenced by 

situational factors, the experiences are highly subjective. Therefore, individuals interviewed for this 

report will possess their own interpretations and experiences of gender discrimination, which is 

taken into consideration when analysing the narratives.  

1.4 Delimitations 
This report focuses on one homogeneous group of women (Danish expatriate women managers). I 

do not compare their experiences with other expatriate men, but only consider the their personal 

experiences and perceptions. Moreover, even though some of the women have worked abroad in 

other countries, the scope for this report is only analysing their expatriate experiences within one 

country, namely China. (See section 3.3.3 Research Scope) 

1.5 Report Structure 

 

2.0 Literature Review  
This chapter explains the concepts of ‘gender’ and ‘expatriation’ using previous academic literature. 

The first section describes what the meaning of ‘gender’ is, followed by theories of gender and 

The introduction to the report, including research question, delimitation and research structure 

The theoretical foundation for this report. This includes the concept of gender (theories of 
gender and gender in China) and expatriation (expatriation in general, women as expatriates 
and women expatriates in China). 

A detailed description of methodology, including the perspective, approach, sample group 
and research design. It also includes my role as a research and ethical considerations 

The analysis of finding which links the theories, narratives and research question  

The discussion and conclusion which incorporates the theoretical findings, recommendations (for 
companies and Danish expatriate women in China), limitations and further research.  

1 

2

3 

4 

5 
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finally how gender has evolved within Chinese workplaces. The next section draws on the 

conception of ‘expatriation.’ Using a funneling structure, I first explore what ‘expatriation’ means, 

followed by women’s experiences as expatriates, and finally narrowing it down to expatriate 

women in China.  

2.1 Gender  

2.1.1 What is Gender?  

Alvesson & Billing (2009) define gender as a historical phenomenon that has embarked on multiple 

alterations and development over the decades. Prior to these historical events that had initiated 

gender studies, the concept of ‘gender’ was a synonym for the biological ‘sex-categories’ (male and 

female) (Järviluoma, Moisala, & Vilkko, 2003). This meant that ‘gender’ was seen as a direct link 

to a person’s feminine or masculine identity. However, researchers have argued that if gender was 

the same as biological differences, then it “is of limited utility except as a ‘variable’ in social 

analysis” (Bradley, 2013, p.5). Instead, when conducting gender studies, substituting ‘gender’ with 

‘sex’ “signals an awareness of the cultural and geographic specificity of gender identities, roles and 

relations” (Reeves & Baden, 2000, p.30). As such, gender research goes beyond studying sex-

categories and instead “intervenes in the negotiation of how gender is understood and thus in the 

(re) production of gender relations and society” (Alvesson & Billing, 2009, p.10).  

According to Goffman (1977) the complexion of gender identity evolves from an 

individual’s self-identification developed through stages of who they are in regards to the sex 

categories and thereby reflects this on the ideals of masculinity and femininity. However, more 

recent research (Acker, 2012; Alvesson & Billing, 2009; Bradley, 2013; Butler, 2004) has critiqued 

this perspective and instead argued that the phenomenon of gender is socially constructed and 

should not directly reflect ideal masculinity and femininity identities. Gender is sociological 

relationships (Bradley, 2013) whereby gender identities along with the roles and responsibilities 

involved, are changeable within and amongst different cultures (Reeves & Baden, 2000), with place 

and time and therefore carries embedded power relation implications (Acker, 2006; Bradley, 2013). 

In particular, gender is “lived experiences of men and women in relation to each other and to the 

ideas [developed] to make sense of these relations and to frame them” (Bradley, 2013, p.5). This 

implies that gender is always existent in social institutions and can’t be disregarded.  

Researchers (Acker, 2012; Garcia & Welter, 2013; Järviluoma et al., 2003) have therefore 

argued against the take-for-granted assumptions that gender is ‘neutral’ within cultural and 
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institutional contexts. They critique that these assumptions link stereotypical business behavior and 

institutions with masculine or feminine characteristics. This would align with the breadwinner 

model, where men are assumed to be the breadwinners (main earners) and women as the 

homemakers (Daly, 2000, in Shortland, 2009). Since gender does not represent a fixed 

categorization amongst men and women, these assumptions do not comply with the social 

constructionist perspective. Instead, individuals’ identities are complex constructions (Keener, 

2015), influenced by continuous globalizing interactions (Segal & Ngan-ling chow, 2011) and 

challenges the stereotypical gender identities.  In this regard, gender becomes salient on all aspects 

of research because as Järviluoma, Moisala, & Vilkko (2003, p.3) also noted, “gendered 

conceptualizations, norms (what is considered to be proper behaviour), values (the personal 

characteristics that are highly valued) and attitudes (the kinds of prejudices that come into play 

when we meet a person of a different gender)” possess extensive influence on both personal and 

social levels. Hence, it becomes salient to research how female expatriates experience gender 

inequality in new social contexts.  

Taking this into consideration, I have argued that in order to comprehensively study the 

phenomenon of gender, a social constructionist perspective is most applicable. In particular, I draw 

my argument from Alvesson & Billing's (2009, p.8) perspective of gender:   

A gender perspective will not only mean dealing with the way men and women are 

constructed as individuals – how they are formed and reformed through social processes, 

how they act, how they experience their working life (as well as their private life), how they 

are supported and discriminated – but also include a broader view on organizations.”  

This definition explains that gender is a causation of how people develop and continuously form 

their own identities along with how they interact with other people in different contexts. Ridgeway 

& Smith-Lovin, (1999, p.192) claimed that since gender is a system of social practices, it 

“constitutes people as different in socially significant ways and organizes relations of inequality on 

the basis of the difference.” Evidently, gender has divergent effects on individuals’ behaviors and 

experiences, which could lead to gender inequality. Even though Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin's (1999) 

comprehended that inequality prevails in society, their ‘gender system theory’ fails to recognize that 

individuals have different understandings on connotations of ‘inequality,’ are influenced by 

different interactions, and therefore could perceive acts of (gender) inequality differently.  

On the contrary, Ngo & Loi (2014, p.50) drew on the concept of ‘perceived gender 

inequality (PGI),’ to prove that inequality is reflected how an individual would perceive treatments 
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differently due to the social construct of their gender. They drew on previous research to verify that 

when individuals perceived unfair treatment from sexist policies and practices in an organization, it 

created negative reactions, like less motivation, job satisfaction, commitment and performance. 

However, Acker (2006, p.441) would argue that perceptions of differential treatment are due to the 

‘inequality regimes’ within organizations, which are the “interlocked practices and processes that 

result in continuing inequalities in all work organizations.” Drawing upon these two aspects, more 

research should be pursued on how these individual perceptions of inequality can differentiate 

depending on the individual’s organizational position and the geographical location of the 

organization. In this regard, I find it essential, from a social constructionist perspective, to analyze 

what mediating factors affect how gender is interpreted and re-produced in international settings. 

This would strengthen previous research (Acker, 2012; Stalker & Mavin, 2011) which recognized 

how gender inequality was experienced by women in work environments, but was interpreted and 

practiced differently depending on the country and contextual settings they were in.  

In order to prove that an individual’s ‘gender’ is constantly changing due to the influences 

of divergent contexts, various researchers (Acker, 1990; Butler, 2004; Martin, 2006; Morash & 

Haarr, 2012; Shields, 2008; West & Zimmerman, 1987) have attempted to establish new theories 

that could apprehend this phenomenon. These theories also draw on the knowledge that gender 

inequality is subjectively perceived. Hence, the next section will further analyze these theories and 

demonstrate the relation they have to my report and perspective.  

2.1.2 Theories of Gender  

The concept of ‘gender’ has been ingrained in societies throughout history but had only recieved 

proper recognition after the publication of Ann Oakley’s book Sex, Gender and Society in 1972. 

The book had shifted how ‘gender’ was perceived and conceptualized by other scholars and 

researchers. According to Järviluoma et al. (2003), feminist were amongst the pioneers to start the 

strongest theoretical development on gender studies. As this section will demonstrate, ‘gender’ has 

been analyzed and interpreted in different theoretical ways.  

 As explained in the previous section, the initial understanding of ‘gender’ was linked to the 

categorical sex roles imbedded in societies. According to Browne (2006), these sex roles were 

evolutionary and rooted from humans sexually dimorphic minds. “Sex roles refer to socially shared 

expectations about how men and women should behave and are often examined in terms of agency 

and communion” (Johnson et al., 2008, p.39). Evidently, ‘agency and communion’ are personality 

traits, which link to masculinity and femininity (Wood & Eagly, 2015), and for the “fundamental 
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drivers of human existence” (Bakan, 1966, in Johnson et al., 2008). Sex role theory has primarily 

been used in research to analyze the occupational distributions and behaviors. This has led to 

horizontal segregations between men and women because women had been linked to ‘communion’ 

personality traits, where as men are linked to ‘agency’ traits (Shortland, 2009). This had been the 

primary argument for why less women were employed in male-dominated companies, like mining, 

construction and engineering (Shortland, 2009). However, since these researches had followed the 

sex difference approach, which is incorporated in personality traditions (Browne, 2006; Stewart & 

McDermott, 2004; Wood & Eagly, 2015), they had been criticized for implying that gender identity 

is a trait when instead gender is related to the behavioral attributes for a person (Schmader & Block, 

2015). Evidently, personality traits and gender identities are not equivalent and therefore sex role 

theory should not be affiliated with a social constructionist perspective on gender studies.  

 Instead, the explanations of ‘agency and communal’ has been argued to reflect the social 

role theory for sex differences. In her earlier work, Eagly (1987) argued that these traits were 

influenced by the gender roles of people’s understanding about what kind of behavior is perceived 

as appropriate between men and women. She further claimed this created gender stereotypes, 

because social roles are segregated on the grounds of gender. Therefore, in order to conform to the 

normative social expectations and divergent skills needed, men and women act according to the 

social roles, which are dependent on normative gender-type roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Vogel, 

Wester, Heesacker, & Madon, 2003). The gendered stereotypical distinctions was raised by various 

researchers, explaining how men are perceived more as assertive and rational (Morash & Haarr, 

2012), and confident and powerful (Reid, Palomares, Anderson, & Bondad-Brown, 2009). In 

contrast, women are perceived as “pleasant, likable, and trustworthy” (Reid et al., 2009, p.468). 

Since gender roles is contingent on social roles, it is difficult to act against the social norms and 

expectations, as this could lead to gender inequity and prejudice for displaying non-normative 

gender behavior.  

Using role congruity theory, Eagly & Karau (2002) drew on this confinement by stating that 

gendered social roles could create prejudice against women if they didn’t comply with the 

traditional gender roles. In particular, they refered to two types of biases: descriptive and 

prescriptive. The prior indicates a lack of suitability between the feminine role and stereotyped 

men’s role. The latter refers to women who uphold a ‘masculine’ role in society (like working in an 

engineering industry or having a leadership position). Previous research have interpreted this 

imbalance as ‘double bind’ (Acker, 2012; D’Enbeau, Villamil, & Helens-Hart, 2015; Denissen, 
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2010), and have observed it in male-dominated industries and amongst working mothers. 

Irregardless of which role women pursue, the consequences are consistantly negative. Women are 

confronted with role conflicts because societal expectations have implicitely restricted how they 

should and can behave.  

However, these reasons for gender stereotyping had been challenged by other researchers on 

the notion that it is the individuals who construct their own gender roles, taking into consideration 

situational factors, and not societal expectations. Evidently, “gender identity therefore reflects 

people’s understanding of themselves in terms of cultural definitions of men and women (Wood & 

Eagly, 2015). However, analysing gender from a social constructionist perspective, West & 

Zimmerman (1987, p.17) marked a revolutionary aspect by arguing that “a person’s gender is not 

simply an aspect of what one is, but, more fundamentally, it is something that one does, and does 

recurrently in interaction with others.” They argued that ‘doing gender’ is the relationship between 

sex cateorgies and the current cultural conceptions of men and women (e.g. gender). Therefore, 

through constant interactions in different contexts, ‘doing gender’ is an ongoing process and thus is 

unavoidable. Gender roles are reproduced through constant interactions with other people and 

within different contexts. As such, this theory was taken into account when analysing female 

expatriates in order to provide an understanding of how gender inequality can emerge.  

Even though researchers (Deitch et al., 2003; Martin, 2006) have invoked the theory of 

‘doing gender’, they build further on this conceptualization by arguing that gender inequality stems 

from the ‘non-reflexibility,’ or sublte acts, which surface from interactions in different situational 

contexts. These actions occur when people are ‘practising gender’ (Martin, 2006). Evidently, it is 

paramount to observe how people interpret each other’s behaviors in interactional settings and what 

kind of issues stimulate practices of gender. Since praticising gender is aligned with how gender 

roles are subjectively interpreted, acquiring and comparing personal experiences of gender practices 

in different situational settings can add to this concept.   

 Conversely, other researchers challenged the conceptualization of ‘doing gender,’ instead 

extending and substituting the concept to ‘undoing gender,’ and ‘redoing gender’ (Butler, 2004; 

Connell, 2010; Deutsch, 2007; Morash & Haarr, 2012). These researchers criticized West & 

Zimmerman’s (1987) theory for demonstrating how gender oppression is maintained in society, 

regardless of ‘doing gender.’ Specifically, Deutsch (2007) claimed that ‘doing gender’ is social 

interactions that recreate gender differences, whereas ‘undoing gender’ is social actions that reduce 

these differences. However, in their later work, West & Zimmerman (2009, in Connell, 2010) 
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rebuttal these critics for stating that gender can never be ‘undone’ but only ‘redone,’ meaning it is 

possible to lower the oppression but never eliminate it completely. In this regard, it is important to 

examine how women expatriate manager’s tackle these gender identities and whether evidence 

prevails that gender is ‘redone’ or ‘undone’ in a new cultural context.   

 Moreover, research on gender identity and roles have stirred debates on how interchangable 

they are. For example, Simpson & Carroll (2008) argued that roles don’t necessarily have to be 

fully internalized in a person’s identification and as such, role and identity are not perceived as 

being interchangeable. They draw their perspective from previous research, which stated that roles 

are social prescriptions for behaviors, while identity is self-understanding (Sveningsson and 

Alvesson, 2003, in Simpson & Carroll 2008). Evidently, according to social identity theory, identity 

relates to feeling a belonging to same social category groups, whereas roles are how people behave 

in social settings (Stets & Burke, 2000). Schmader & Block (2015) concurred with this 

ratonalization by stating that that gender identity can be decoupled from the role but simultaenously 

added that gender identity is only one aspect of a person’s identity, and therefore, different roles can 

emerge depending on the identity emphasized. As such, the concept of gender identity is one part of 

a complex identity formation and therefore requires a salient focus (Taylor, 2010). A growing trend 

has drawn researchers to further investigate the complexion of identities and how identity formation 

is contingent on people’s interactions and surroundings. This has been defined as ‘intersectionality.’ 

As I find this conceptualization to be relevant for my report, I provide a separate section on the 

research of ‘intersectionality’ below.  

2.1.2.1 Intersectionality:  

Intersectionality is defined as the “the mutually constitutive relations among social identities” 

(Shields, 2008, p.301). In recent years, this concept has gained more attention within gender studies 

and has altered “how gender is conceptualized in research” (Shields, 2008, p.301). According to 

Acker (2012), intersectionality has made theorizing about gender more complex because other 

identity processes are also taken into consideration when examining inequality and exclusions in 

societies. In this regard, it explains the social categories that are influencing “the positions, 

experiences and identities of individuals in the workplace” (Ali, 2013).  

According to previous research, individuals gained intersecting positions in social structures 

(Segal & Ngan-ling chow, 2011) through “historical and contextual features” (Shields, 2008, 

p.301). This implies that an individual’s identity categories are socially constructed (Acker, 2012; 

Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013), and causes an individual’s position to influence 
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the inequality levels constructed in the daily lives. This forms inequality regimes where men and 

women are either classified as privileged or disadvantaged (Acker, 2006; Segal & Ngan-ling chow, 

2011). In her more recent work, Acker (2012) argued that these inequality regimes stemmed from 

the gendering, racializing and class processes which are continuously re-created and practiced in 

organizations through stereotypical interactions.  

Even though this could have some implications as to how organizations are structured and 

produced, I would argue that organizations operating globally influence a person’s identity 

formation. Specifically, being deployed as an expatriate to a new destination, working in an 

international organization and interacting with diverse people could potentially influence the 

identity processes and thereby either enhances or lowers the inequality and exclusion perceptions. 

Moreover, according to feminist researchers, “an individual’s social location as reflected in 

intersecting identities must be at the forefront in any investigation of gender” (Shields, 2008, 

p.301). Since social locations are emphasized as a paramount factor in regards to studying 

intersectionality, I find it relevant to further investigate if geographical relocation could be a 

mediating factor when analysing how gender identities are perceived and tolerated amongst 

different people and cultures.   

2.1.3 Gender in Chinese workplaces  

The perspective of gender in China has historically exhibited various alterations. Initially, women 

were expected to remain the housewives, while the husband were the ‘breadwinners’ (Zhang, 

2003). Then, during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), women were provided the same 

opportunities as men. They were given the same jobs as men, including management positions 

within male-dominated industries. However, after the death of Mao Zedong (1976), focus turned to 

improving the economic downfall that had occurred during the Cultural Revolution. This had 

created various negative consequences. One of these negative consequences was withdrawing to 

more gender inequality and discrimination. (Burnett, 2010)  

The increase in gender inequality was due to women being discarded from their previous 

leadership positions because these ‘heavy’ industries were considered ‘dangerous’ for women 

(Burnett, 2010). This exemplifies how traditional gender roles had re-emerged in the Chinese 

societies and were controlling the gender distribution in the labor market. Since women had 

expected to return to the stereotypical feminine roles, they were confronted with various personal 

constraints on what roles were applicable. This correlates to recent studies (Choi & Chen, 2006) on 

Chinese women’s roles, which found that women were still experiencing higher levels of stress 
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from attempting to satisfy family demands due to role conflicts (Tajfel, 2010) produced by social 

expectations. Despite this conflict emerging after Mao Zedong’s death, more recent research on 

women’s career options proves how similar gender issues still prevail.  

According to Cooke & Xiao (2014), women were encountering constraints from the 

modernization of the country. Specifically, they related this to the “transition from a socialist state 

employment and welfare system toward a market-oriented regime with more performance pressure 

and less welfare support” (p.38). Work intensification was placing pressure on women’s 

opportunities because of the conflict it created with needing to also comply with the ‘mother’ role at 

home (Xiao & Cooke, 2012). Hutchings, French, & Hatcher (2008) found similar results, whereby 

structural and situational constraints (the family work and demanding corporate culture) were 

forcing women to remain childless if they wanted to pursue a management position. However, other 

research (Liu, 2013) argues that the limitations stem from the ‘glass ceiling’ that still prevails in the 

organizational cultures. This implies that despite qualifications, barriers are created to limit 

women’s potential to reach top management positions. Evidently, “traditional gendered and 

collectivist values still hold a strong grip on attitudes to women’s careers, not least among women 

themselves” (Woodhams, Xian, & Lupton, 2015). Therefore, it is important to recognize if these 

constraints also apply to women who are not Chinese but instead are deployed on assignment to 

China. 

Evidently, gender inequality is continuously practiced in Chinese organizations, despite 

influences from Western cultures. One reason is due to the fact that the Chinese culture is very 

different from developed economies and is rigidly ingrained in societal behaviors. Therefore, it is 

difficult to alter these traditional views (Cooke & Xiao, 2014). Even though more research has 

focused on gender inequality in China, not enough research has been conducted to critically analyze 

to what extent Chinese women feel they are being discriminated on the grounds of their gender. As 

Burnett (2010) advised, by examining what influences have affected gender discrimination in 

China, international women entering China would be able to acquire a better understanding on the 

overall issue of employment discrimination and why it is continuously recreated in the companies.  

I want to draw on this argument and examine if and/or how expatriate women can foresee 

these employment discriminations in China. This can evidently provide further research on the 

limited academic work on gender discrimination in China, and potentially offer another perspective 

to this topic.  
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2.2 Expatriation 

2.2.1 Global Expatriates    

Expatriation stems from the traditional behavior of individuals being deployed by their home 

company to pursue assignments in international locations over a duration of time, while receiving a 

generous expatriation package (Andresen, Biemann, & Pattie, 2015). With globalization increasing 

worldwide, companies are competing to secure a diverse and international talent pool. As a result, 

strategic decisions are made to assign employees to other countries in order for companies to 

exploit corporate competences (Bruning & Cadigan, 2014). The intention is to fulfill specific 

organizational projects that are aligned with the corporate goals (Siljanen & Lämsä, 2009). 

Simultaneously, expatriates are provided with the possibility for career development and 

international experiences (Hutchings et al., 2008). 

According to previous research (McNulty, 2015), companies utilize expatriates for three 

main reasons: one) when qualified locals are not available for the position; two) to support, control 

and coordinate in spreading the corporate culture; three) to gain management development. In her 

earlier work, McNulty (2014, p.9) emphasized how the type of people chosen for assignments were 

no longer merely senior male managers but also “executive women, married couples with no 

children, single and unaccompanied people, same-sex partnerships, single parents, non-Western 

minority assignees, and younger expatriates assigned for career development purposes.” This 

indicates how expatriation is expanding not only geographically, but also demographically. 

Therefore, companies need to determine the most applicable fit between the talents chosen for 

international assignment and the expected initiatives undertaken, as this can generate leverage for 

the company (McNulty, 2015). 

However, various factors prevail that inflict constraints on individual’s willingness to 

deploy on international assignments (Tharenou, 2008). One factor was the correlation between 

emotional intelligence (EI) and adjustment levels to a new environment. This implies that 

expatriates who can exert more flexibility, imagination and persistency would rely less on 

stereotypes when making judgments of their new environment (Koveshnikov et al., 2014). Lii & 

Wong (2008, p.300) argued that EI is the capability to “monitor one’s own and other’s feelings and 

emotions, to discriminate among them, and to use that information to guide one’s thinking and 

actions.” A person with higher levels of EI would have more emotional control, better social skills 

and self-discipline, and better understanding of their speech and actions. Therefore, when 

companies consider whom to deploy, the individuals with more EI would ultimately be a better 
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option.  

 Another factor pointed towards communication and language barriers between the expatriate 

and the host country. Schaetti (2002) found that individuals were more prone to intercultural 

transformation when effective communication processes was provided between host environment 

and various actors involved. However, ineffective communication caused clashes in work 

progresses due to misinterpretations. Lii & Wong (2008) further emphasized how language barriers 

between the expatriate and host company would lead to insufficient work roles and expectations. 

However, argued that could aid in the dual-relationship of the expatriate employer and employee, 

thereby influencing the communication processes and the mutual understandings from cultural 

differences. However, other researchers argued that it is the tacit knowledge (Siljanen & Lämsä, 

2009) and psychological contrasts (non-verbal agreements) (McNulty, 2014) that are more 

important because it is more the behavior that impacts a person’s ideology and adjustment in a new 

culture.  

The third factor relates to an individual’s personal capability and willingness to adjust cross-

culturally. Previous research (Koveshnikov et al., 2014; Lii & Wong, 2008) indicated that these 

capabilities were influenced by a country’s economic development and social behaviors, 

specifically the living standards, job prosperity and infrastructures. Kim & Froese (2011, p.3414) 

further argued that the country also influenced the “occupational role commitment.” According to 

role clarity theory, this commitment related to the clarification of the different roles and 

expectations expatriates were identified with. The higher the clarify of role expectations (internally 

and externally of the work environment), the higher the commitment and the willingness to be sent 

abroad (Lii & Wong, 2008). However, Siljanen & Lämsä, (2009) argued that it is not the clarify of 

roles but instead the intentions for going abroad. These intentions reflected a person’s focus, desire 

and career orientation.  

Consequently, a transformation from traditional expatriation to a modernization of the 

expatriation has emerged. Research has shown an increasing trend on self-initiated expatriates, 

incorporating different definitions, like individuals being “independent and not company assigned” 

(Stalker & Mavin, 2011, p.273); an individual “who is seeking employment abroad on his/her own 

initiative and is hired as a local in the host country” (Andresen, Biemann, & Pattie, 2015, p.932); 

someone who demonstrate “self-management behaviours to manage their careers [and] take 

personal responsibility for them” (Makkonen, 2015, p.2). Self-initiated expatriates have become 

valuable assets for companies since they are identified with being active participants, enthusiastic 
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and motivated for development and work (McNulty, 2014). These trends have aided in potentially 

decreasing various constraints that were initially creating barriers for people. Hence, in order to 

remain in the globally competitive market, more companies need to utilize their talent pool to the 

full potential, which means that women have increasingly become candidates for international 

assignments.  

2.2.2 Female Expatriates 

The increase in female employment globally has initiated a stronger focus on the role of women 

expatriations (Owen et al., 2005; Selmer & Leung, 2003a; Shortland, 2009). However, even though 

an increase amount of women are receiving opportunities for expatriation, female managers are still 

experiencing occupation segregation in international work environments.  

One reason for gender inequality within expatriation is due to the  “isomorphic institutional 

framework” (Shortland, 2009, p.2). This framework illustrates how organizations, due to normative 

rationalities, will imitate competitor’s actions in attempts of remaining in an equalized position 

within the industry. Therefore, if companies continue to employ more men in management 

positions, then competitors will copy these actions, which re-creates male-dominated industries and 

less women in management positions. Evidently, women are restricted from being deployed 

because company policies and practices will not have changed the requirements enough from 

choosing male-dominated characteristics (Shortland, 2009).  

 However, other researchers argued that host country’s cultural norms and traditions had a 

direct effect on women expatriates (Janssens, Cappellen, & Zanoni, 2006; Stalker & Mavin, 2011). 

Specifically, in his extensive research on cultural differences, Hofstede (1984) unraveled how the 

cultural systems within nations are a concoction of complex subdivisions that require an extensive 

amount of time to understand. However, other contingencies within cultures also influence women 

expatriate experiences. Specifically, women would demonstrate lack of cultural adjustments when 

their working environment possessed a low level of female manager and female participation 

(Caligiuri and Tung, 1998 in Caligiuri, Joshi, & Lazarova, 1999). Moreover, this would influence 

their emotional states and lead to feelings of discomfort and loneliness.  

In contrast, research has recognized how female expatriates exhibited higher levels of 

adjustment to cultural differences than male expatriates. A study by Mathur-Helm (2002) found that 

women working in foreign countries were able to tolerate cross-cultural conditions and would 

thereby succeed and obtain more opportunities for promotion within their organization. In 

accordance to social role theory, potential reasons for ‘success’ could be due to the ‘female 
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characteristics.’ For example, as Haslberger (2010, p.174) explained, women had higher levels of 

adjustment because “they are better at establishing and maintaining relationships…[their] superior 

social skills help them to learn faster and to be more confident in their knowledge” in integrating in 

the host culture. Similar studies point to the same conclusion, stating that expatriate women on 

average have higher levels of emotional intelligence (EI) than men, and that high levels of EI 

positively influences cross-cultural adjustments (Koveshnikov et al., 2014). Ultimately, these 

interpersonal skills could support women in gaining more awareness and acceptance within their 

cultural contexts. However, more research needs to analyze if these interpersonal skills are a 

consistent benefit within other cultural contexts.   

  Alternative views on female expatriate experiences have highlighted additional connections 

in how females are perceived in the work environments. Stalker and Mavin (2011) discovered how 

international women were categorized as having a ‘third gender’ in substitute for being a ‘female.’ 

This changed the perception of expatriate women by creating an alternative position and identity 

within their social and work environments. These findings aligned with the original study 

conducted by Adler (1987) on female expatriates. She observed how female expatriates, like their 

male colleagues, were seen as foreigners and thereby not associated with the same behavioral 

expectations as the local host women. Further research (Janssens, Cappellen, & Zanoni, 2006, 

p.133) argued that the ‘third gender’ was due to the capability of adjusting identities depending on 

social settings by behaving as “active agents, capable of producing effective professional identities 

when interacting with men.” Women would interpret contextual interactions and thereby position 

themselves along the identity discourses of gender, hierarchy and culture in ways that enhanced the 

more empowering identity. However, Haslberger (2010) has built on the theory of ‘foreignness,’ 

showing that women still encounter additional barriers in comparison to men due to the necessity of 

learning what potential influences their gender had on their living conditions in the country. 

However, research also proved that the higher the occupational ranking of the female expatriates, 

the less gender-based discrimination they perceived (Hutchings et al., 2008; Mathur-Helm, 2002). 

Nevertheless, the levels of success that the female expatriates possessed did not predictably change 

the power relations that created barriers for females becoming global managers.  

With barriers to pursue international assignments, a strong trend has compelled women to 

move abroad through self-initiated expatriation (Bergdolt, Margenfeld, & Dickmann, 2014; 

Andresen, Biemann, & Pattie, 2015; Bergh & Plessis, 2012; Makkonen, 2015; McNulty, 2015; 

Stalker & Mavin, 2011). This independent decision-making represents a beneficial solution for 
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women wanting to obtain international work experience that would aid in establishing more global 

competences (Tharenou, 2008). With motivation for self-development and risk-taking (Andresen et 

al., 2014) self-initiated female expatriates are argued to be underestimated talent for companies 

(Bergh & Plessis, 2012). However, self-initiated also implies that individuals don’t remain within a 

company for a long duration and this bares consequences for women. With easy mobility, self-

expatriates have been defined as “international itinerants” with ‘boundaryless global career’ who 

reply solely on their own self-management and having weak organization commitment (Banai & 

Harry 2004 in Siljanen & Lämsä, 2009). Therefore, being a woman and self-initiated could create 

both personal advantages but also constraints on how they are perceived and trusted by companies.  

Taking previous research on female expatriate in account, there is a lack of research on how 

the globalization, along with cultural differences, influences gender inequality in regards to female 

expatriates’ perceptions. There is no clear distinction if the effects of globalization have altered 

gender interactions within different national borders, particularly in economic booming nations, 

where an increase amount of international deployment are assigned. Therefore, it is necessary to 

explore potential gender discrimination more in-depth within a specific country in order to analyze 

if female expatriates are still confronted with same amount of gender discrimination as in other 

countries.  

2.2.3 Female Expatriates in Mainland China 

Drawing upon the most recent ‘expat experience survey 2015,’ China is ranked amongst the top 

five destinations in South East Asia for optimal career satisfaction (HSBC Expat, 2015). In 

comparison to the previous year, however, Mainland China has significantly declined in overall 

expatriate destination ranking, going from third place in 2014 to 27th in 2015 (HSBC Expat, 2014, 

2015).  

One stated assumption on the decrease can be due to the concerns of the expatriate 

individuals health and quality of life. This constraint correlates to the conclusions of Hutchings, 

French, & Hatcher's (2008) comparative analysis on expatriate women in China, Turkey and Japan, 

advocating that in order to effectively adjust to the Chinese environment, expatriate women should 

focus on the infrastructure and barriers of amenities. Specifically, they focus on air quality and 

traffic safety. Even though healthy quality can be a serious external variable for considering 

deploying to China for career satisfaction, other unobserved variables can also emerge as leading 

causes. For example, in regards to respondents for the expat experience survey, the number of 

female expatriates had decreased from 40% to 37%, potentially indicating a decrease of women 
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expatriates currently in China. Therefore, from a gender perspective, gender roles could have had an 

influence on the percentage drop and the overall country ranking for China.  

According to research on the rationale for deficiency of expatriate females on a global scale 

(Hutchings et al., 2008; Selmer & Leung, 2003b; Stalker & Mavin, 2011), three main principles 

surfaced, namely foreigners’ prejudice, company resistance, and the lack of interest by female 

managers. Specifically related to the Chinese context Hutchings et al., (2008) discovered that 

women expatriates were still confronted with a glass ceiling, meaning barriers for international 

assignments and increase in management positions. Women expatriates were restricted to middle 

line managers and were only chosen to fill positions where male colleagues were not interested. 

However, from Napier & Taylor (2002)’s research, women in China felt more accepted than in 

comparison to women expatriates working in Japan or Turkey. This was attributable to the fact that 

Caucasian foreigner managers were automatically given credibility because of their physical 

appearances, which correlated to the concept of ‘third gender’ (Stalker & Mavin, 2011) and draws 

on the notion that appearance can be a moderator for how women are treated in an external 

environment.  

However, researchers had critiqued the assumption that men and women expatriates were 

treated equally due to the status of being foreigners (Adler, 1987; Stalker & Mavin, 2011). In China 

particularly, this differential treatment emerged when the supervisors were male because of their 

gender bias and disparate interactions with females and males (Ngo & Loi, 2014a). As a 

consequence to the deficiency of equal treatment, expatriate women in China would take advantage 

of their ‘femininity’ in a negative connotation, acting as daughters or mothers, in order to acquire 

the necessary information from male colleagues and clients. This indicated how they ironically 

were purposefully undermining their female status and knowledge level in order to obtain better 

treatment (Napier & Taylor, 2002). This behavior relates to gender-role stereotypes whereby 

females are anticipated to present themselves with a more nurturing, supporting and submissive role 

and also aligns with the Chinese cultural expectations on how women should present themselves 

(Liu, 2013). Hence, more research needs to examine the level of role conflicts that emerge as a 

foreign woman in China in order to comprehend the level of gender inequality that still prevails.   

Evidently, in contrast, research (Lauring & Selmer, 2013) also revealed how self-initiated 

expatriates working in China were seen as having superior work outcomes in terms of job 

performance compared to men. They argued that if companies were recruiting for high performance 

expatriates, than gender was one of the main demographic variables they should focus on because 
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women would provide a more suitable fit to the company demands. Moreover, Owen et al., (2005) 

explained how, in order to decrease negative perceptions of women expatriates from Chinese 

employees (both from females and males), the home company should initiate effective pre-

departure training and support that could enable them to present themselves with more confidence, 

authority and status. Ultimately, women could still leverage on certain identities to limit gender 

inequity, however, the amount of effort and pressure in doing so is questionable.  

Although an increasing amount of research has been done on expatriates in China from a 

cultural and organizational level (Hutchings et al., 2008; Owen et al., 2005), few studies have 

focused on specifically exploring women expatriate gender identities, in combination with their 

experiences on working and living in Chinese. Previous research has analyzed gender 

discrimination from the organizational perspective (Owen et al., 2005; Yang, 1998), local employee 

perspectives (Burnett, 2010; Liu, 2013; Ngo & Loi, 2014a), self-initiated expatriates (Lauring & 

Selmer, 2013; Makkonen, 2015), expatriate women from different nationalities (Hutchings et al., 

2008; Napier & Taylor, 2002), or expatriates in general (Wang & Kanungo, 2004). It is 

questionable how gender discrimination is perceived amongst the same nationality of expatriate 

women holding management positions in China. Hence, this report will attempt to fill this research 

gap by investigating how a homogenous group of foreign women perceive their international 

assignments in a Chinese context and whether similarities or differences emerge. Hence, the 

subsequent chapter describes how I structured my report in order to fill the research gap.  

3.0 Methodology  

3.1 Introduction  
This chapter provides a detailed description of the structural procedures conducted to obtain the 

collection of relevant information utilized to answer the research question: How might Danish 

expatriate women working in managerial positions in China experience gender discrimination 

and/or inequality? Firstly, the research philosophy chosen for the report is briefly explained, which 

sets up describing how the research is designed, with emphasis on why I am pursuing a case study. 

This is combined with the reasons behind the research scope and the qualitative method chosen. 

Subsequently, I introduce the sample group I focused on and where I collected data, and the 

technique used to analyze the data. Finally, I express not only the ethical considerations when 

conducting gender sensitive topics but also how my role as a researcher might have some influence 

on the outcome of the research design.  
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3.2 Research philosophy 
In this section, I explain the choice of research philosophy applied throughout the report. As 

Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2009) clarified, the research philosophy chosen encompasses salient 

assumptions about the way the research views the world. Specifically, these assumptions justify 

which research strategy and methods are most imperative when answering the research question. 

Hence, my perspective adopted for the research foundation would have a direct influence on the 

correlation between the knowledge and processes emerging. The objective of this report was to 

explore subjective views on gender equality and discrimination within an international context. 

Therefore, it entailed a rather interpretive position at unfolding individual-oriented meanings on the 

sensitive topic.  

3.2.1 Social constructionism  

Ontology is a way of exploring the nature of reality by raising questions on how researchers 

understand how the world functions and how inflexible their particular views are (Saunders et al., 

2009). As previously mentioned, the purpose of this report was to explore the deeper 

understandings of personal perceptions on the topic of gender. Therefore, it was not applicable to 

identify this report with objectivism because I go beyond believing “that social entities exist in 

reality external to social actors concerned with their existence” (Saunders et al., 2009, p.110). I 

draw away from the structural and homogeneous features of management, and instead embark upon 

the subjectivist view.  

I pursued the research with the argument that social actors create the social phenomena 

through their meanings and interacting behaviors. This correlated with the social constructionism 

view that conveys how the nature of the world is constructed through social interactions and is 

constantly changing (Burr, 1995; Saunders et al., 2009; Stewart & McDermott, 2004). Hence, the 

expected behaviors and understanding of gender is socially constructed and as such, does not entail 

an objectivist connotation of simplifying gender to ‘masculinity and femininity’ (Burr, 1995). 

Moreover, Burr (1995) further advocates that it is only through these social interactions and social 

processes that knowledge can be molded. This demonstrates how knowledge on gender not only 

differs between social entities but also between cultures. As such, this approach challenges the 

taken-for-granted method that the construction of the nature of reality is independent of social 

phenomenon. 

In this aspect, the epistemological perspective addressing the research question is drawn 

from the interpretivist view. Additionally, this aligned with positioning the study through the lens of 
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an exploratory study. Adopting an exploratory technique is beneficial when attempting to gain 

deeper insight into an issue (Saunders et al., 2009). Combined, these enabled me to analyze the 

subjective reality of the individual to understand their actions, meanings, perceptions and intentions 

in a comprehensive way (Saunders et al., 2009). More importantly, it was possible interpret how the 

participants perceived the daily social roles in correlation to the meanings they placed on their own 

gender roles and analyze where potential contradiction and clashes on gender issues could emerge 

With the argument that gender is social constructed, I investigated the individual interpretations 

within the particular situational and cultural contexts.  

3.3 Research Design    

3.3.1 Case Study 

This research was established through a single case and cross-sectional study. The combination 

allowed me to investigate the chosen phenomenon within a real life context (Yin, 1994, in 

Woodeside, 2010), conduct sufficient data collection within a specific time period (Saunders et al., 

2009), and provide a holistic image of the research setting (Cousin, 2005) with more breadth and 

depth (Alasuutari, Bickman, & Brannen, 2008).  

I decided to pursue a single case study because I could thoroughly interpret a chosen 

segment of gender issue where less research had been conducted (Saunders et al., 2009). This was 

why a multiple case study was not applicable because the purpose and focus of this report was only 

fixated on a specific niche, and therefore multiple angles would be beyond the scope of the report. 

Instead, the aim was to understand how Danish women leaders tolerated and experienced gender 

related issues within their company. I prioritized comparing their experiences to interpret if 

similarities occurred, and thereby created results that could build further on gender research. 

Overall, a single case study enabled me to align the purpose and choice of method to these 

circumstances.  

3.3.2 Research Approach  

3.3.2.1 Inductive approach  

The rationale behind pursuing an inductive approach was that it firstly aligned with both the social 

constructionist perspective and the research strategies used. The research process consisted of firstly 

gathering data using suitable method techniques and then analysing the data collection. The aim 

was to develop themes and categories that would emerge from analysing the raw data (McCoy 1995 
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in Thyer, 2001). This provided a platform for acquiring smaller but more detail-oriented samples of 

subjects within a social phenomenon in contrast to statistical method used in a deductive approach. 

This not only required a critical understanding on what kind of evidence that developed but also 

more importantly how this was interpreted in order to provide appropriate answers to the research 

question.  

3.3.3 Research Scope  

It is inevitable that the topic of gender inequality and discrimination is incorporated in all levels of 

society. Each level impacts another. It represents a funneling from macro analysis, or national 

gender perspective, to micro level analysis, or individual perceptions. More concretely, the macro 

level represents the industrial as well socio-cultural factors (Cunningham, Bergman, & Miner, 

2014) that form taken-for-granted assumptions on how gender roles should be initiated and 

perceived within different social contexts (Cunningham, 2008). The meso-level represents how the 

organizational and social institutions operate in regards to the degree of tolerance of gender equality 

and inclusion. As Simpson & Carroll (2008) concluded, on the micro level, the individuals are 

aware of how their gender role interactions are judged upon by different organizations and hence, 

their ability to rationalize and communicate through their identity roles influences how they engage 

in various power relations. This evidently signified how individuals on the micro level are 

representatives of gender roles in society, and as a result, it is the individuals that finalize how 

gender is respected and interpreted within divergent societies.  

Since all these levels are pivotal to the influence of gender discrimination and inequality, I 

found it necessary to briefly touch upon each level (macro and meso) prior to fixating on the micro 

level. Specifically, I provide an overview of the two countries used as the central research platform, 

namely China and Denmark, and how gender is experienced in each nation. Then, I summarize the 

diversity and inclusion policies from the company’s involved in the report. It should be noted that 

these broader levels of analysis merely act as the benchmark for gaining and understanding the 

meanings from individuals’ perspectives’ and as to why some respondents might have different 

opinions on the topic of gender equality. Since the power to create, structure and reformulate the 

perception of gender roles and norms emerges on the micro-level, the strength of the report lies in 

going in-depth on the individual level, with results that can potentially support further research on 

related or broader topics of gender.    



Master	Thesis	2016	 	
	

Copenhagen	Business	School		 27	

3.3.3.1 Countries  

In order to understand how nations could have a potential influence on the personal perceptions on 

gender, I examined how gender equality and inclusions are practiced on a national level. In addition 

to the contrasting geographical location (Asia and Europe), the national cultures tacitly imbedded in 

societies would also influence how gender is perceived, since the values, norms, and assumptions 

imply the preferred and expected way of behaving and thinking of individuals living within these 

cultures (Newman & Nollen, 1996). On a macro level, China and Denmark will be examined 

further below, respectively.  

3.3.3.1.1	People’s	Republic	of	China	(PRC)	
In correlation to historical background, the level of gender equality reached a milestone when the 

Maoist regime led by Mao Zedong founded PRC in 1949. The altered regulations emphasized how 

women were to be transformed from ‘women in the household’ to ‘women in society’ by not only 

increasing their social status but also participation in the labor force. These indications were 

measured through indexes of employment, granted high-level positions, educations, and 

involvement (Zhang, 2003). Hence, this revolutionized the concept of gender equality within China.  

 However, a setback to this achievement occurred after Mao Zedong’s death, when the new 

government turned their focus on economic reforms that would re-establish China’s economy. This 

ironically meant that it was “acceptable that some negative consequences, such as inequality or 

gender discrimination, might result from pursuing the overarching goal” (Burnett, 2010, p.31). 

Competition for jobs accelerated and because women were reinterpreted as the weaker, less capable 

members in the work environment, they were the main targets for being laid off. Moreover, job 

possibilities were minimalized and women in leadership positions in male-dominated industries 

were forced to retire or transfer to ‘safer’ environments. This re-emergence of gender inequality 

hindered women from obtaining more job opportunities, which meant they earned substantially less 

than then men. This trend still exists in the Chinese societies today (Burnett, 2010).  

Even though China has been an active participant in both domestic and international equal 

rights conferences and signed treaties expressing commitment to protecting women’s labor rights, 

evidence still prevails on how women’s interests and inclusion are minimal in comparison to men. 

For example, gender discrimination is evident in recruitment processes and occupational sex 

segregation, wage differences, social welfare benefits and sexual harassments (Burnett, 2010). This 

gender gap is proven through the latest statistics from World Economic Forum (2015) on 

international gender equality ranking, whereby China decreased its overall gender gap position from 



Master	Thesis	2016	 	
	

Copenhagen	Business	School		 28	

69th in 2013 to 91st in 2015 (Table 1). However, despite this decrease, China is attempting to 

reinstall a balancing equality platform, especially in comparison to the neighboring countries 

(Woodhams et al., 2015). According to the 2011 Grant Thornton International business report, 19% 

of the female workforce in managerial position are CEOs, which is twice as much as the global 

average (Liu, 2013). However, a deeper investigation shows that these positions are primarily found 

within the public sector and within the stereotypical departments of finance, human resource or 

sales directors (Liu, 2013).    

Additionally, even though the invisible barriers of glass ceiling is diminishing in China (Liu, 

2013) and women are increasing presence in management roles, their progress and career ladders 

are under pressure due to the Chinese patriarchal and collectivist cultural aspects (Woodhams et al., 

2015). Therefore, women are forced to work harder than men in order to prove how their 

capabilities and knowledge are qualified for management positions (Burnett, 2010). This 

segregation has however been given more attention in China, particularly when President Xi 

Jinping and UN Women organized a global leaders’ meeting focusing on gender equality and 

women’s empowerment at UN headquarters. During the conference, China representatives signed a 

notion that demonstrates the country’s commitment to uphold the constitutional principle of male 

and female equality by improving laws and regulations (Xinhua, 2015). 

 Women continue to struggle with gender equality and fairness within the working 

environments. However, in comparison to other Asian countries, like South Korea and Japan, China 

is superior in committing to gender equality overall. Historical and traditional norms still create 

career barriers for women to succeed to the top, and despite progressive steps being done to 

eliminate gender inequality, the collective gender perceptions holistically needs to be altered in 

order to obtain complete equality.  

3.3.3.1.2	Denmark		
In Denmark, the first salient stamp on gender equality emerged from the women’s movement 

during the period of 1870-1920. This political movement had a significant influence on the Danish 

society, as it revolutionized the perceptions of the entire population. Their achievement consisted of 

legally making women and men equal, with vote rights, educational opportunities, and equal martial 

rights (Larsen, n.d.). However, as a gender imbalance in the political power still prevailed, a 

second-wave feminism emerged in the 1970s. This challenged the Danish government and as a 

result, succeeded in establishing the Equal Status Council in 1978 (Larsen, n.d.). This governmental 

department changed to the Minister of Gender Equality after activating a new Equal Status Law in 
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2000. Their progressive 2015 action plan demonstrates their vision of maximizing equality at work, 

with the following statement:  

 

“Nobody should experience discrimination on groups of gender. Barriers must be broken down to 

enable women and men to have a real influence on and equal opportunities to influence their own 

lives and participation in society. This will create a democratic society in which all resources are in 

play” (Report / Perspective and Action Plan 2015, 2015, pg.2) 

 

This role has beneficial influences within the Danish Society, as their responsibility is to ensure and 

promote gender equality.  

The Danish government has attempted to activate multiple initiatives that could eliminate 

gender inequality in organizations. For example, in 2009 the Danish Women’s Council initiated a 

project to contact women from every local community and support them in meeting with other 

female candidates to talk about local politics (Equality European Institute for Gender, 2015). In 

addition, through a governmental regulation pursuit, Gender-Equality legislation was implemented 

demanding the insurance that state-owned companies compose boards with a specific percentage of 

women involved. In order to follow up on the commandments, the companies were obliged to 

provide evidence of their active participation as well as attempts in increasing the amount of women 

in top management and executive boards (Agustin, 2015; Equality European Institute for Gender, 

2015). According to previous research, Denmark has a higher female employment rate in 

comparison to other EU member states, with a stable average of 30% female involvement in 

corporate boards. This testimonial also caused a benchmark in Danish history, when the first female 

prime minister was elected in 2011 to 2015 (Equality European Institute for Gender, 2015). 

 However, contradictions still prevail on how active the Danish society reveals itself to be in 

regards to gender-equality. When examining the outcome of the World Economic Forum on Global 

Gender Gap Index (Table 1), with Denmark demonstrating a drastic ranking reduction from 4th in 

2014 to 14th in 2015 out of 145 countries. This is the lowest ranking Denmark has encountered since 

the creation of the index in 2006 (World Economic Forum, 2015) and therefore imprints a serious 

question on the behaviors towards gender equality. Specifically, when examining the estimated 

earned income, men earn an average of 33% more than women (World Economic Forum, 2015, 

pg.54), which might correlate with occupational segregations in the Danish working environments 

(Agustin, 2015). Denmark is also performing worse in comparison to surrounding Nordic countries. 
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One reason may be the inability of having gender quotas at workplaces, and therefore don’t have 

measurements for gender-ratio in the working environment. This can cause consequences because it 

doesn’t provide leverage for supporting more gender inclusion (Agustin & Siim, 2015).  

 Denmark is portrayed as a country that allocates extensive resource in creating labor market 

with equal gender opportunities. However, as statistics show, the Danish government is still 

struggling with maintaining their visions for creating an open and free environment for both men 

and women.  

 

Table 1: Global Gender Gap Index (2014 &2015)  

 
Self-produced / data acquired from: (World Economic Forum, 2014, 2015) 

3.3.3.2 Companies  

Among the individuals interviewed, a total of eight different companies were represented. These 

companies differed in size, location, duration of entry in China, and industrial activity. The 

companies, per say, were not a focus for this report, but are still emphasized because the corporate 

cultures had an affect on how the interviewees responded to the issue of gender inequality. This also 

implies that in order to gain most credible answers and maintain property rights, the company 

names in this thesis were anonymous. This also meant not using citations, as it would direct to their 

company homepage and thereby reveal the organization. Thus, I instead investigated each company 

webpage and searched for statements and acknowledgement on diversity, equal opportunities, and 

gender inclusions. A brief conclusion of all companies combined was formulated and is explained 

below.  

 Overall, I discovered that the more multinational the companies were, the more explicit their 

emphasis on diversity and equal opportunities within their workplaces. These companies publish 

ethical and code of conduct handbooks that provide insight on their awareness of, and 

unacceptability of discrimination towards, among others, gender and sex. They used connotations 

like respect, integrity, inclusion and equality to express their position on creating a tolerant working 

environment. Moreover, when applying for a job position, the global companies have a diversity 

Country	 Year Rank	 Score Rank Score	 Rank	 Score Rank Score	 Rank Score	
China 2014 87 0,683 76 0,6555 89 0,986 140 0,94 72 0,1506

2015 91 0,682 81 0,657 83 0,988 145 0,919 73 0,162

Denmark 2014 5 0,8025 12 0,8053 1 1 65 0,974 7 0,4306
2015 14 0,767 20 0,788 1 1 107 0,97 29 0,309

Global	Index	
Economic	Participation	

&	Opportunity	
Educational	
Attainment

Health	&	
Survival

Political	
Empowerment
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statement that expresses how their recruitment processes is built around complete fairness, with full 

consideration on ethical, sex, disability, and openness. This would imply that on paper they are 

embedded in full inclusion and equality, but this might not be the case in reality. Ironically, when 

examining their top management in the headquarters, the majority of positions are men and this 

influences the overall image of the company culture. In contrast, the small organizations don’t 

provide clear definitions of their tolerance to diversity. Their webpages primarily explain how their 

employees’ nationalities differ or how they tackle the cultural differences. As such, no clear 

emphasis is placed on how gender is perceived or handled accordingly.  

In conclusion, the companies varied extensively in portraying gender inclusion within their 

corporate values. When it was expressed, the focus was on a combination of differentiations and not 

specifically related to gender equality. Moreover, the location and company production did not 

show any correlation to how they expressed the conducts. These factors are important to take into 

consideration when reading further on into the analysis of the respondents, as this might have some 

impact on their personal meanings and perceptions.  

3.4 Methods  
When initiating a research, there is ultimately no ‘best method’ for obtaining the data collection 

(Healey & Rawlinson, 1993; Monrad, 2013; Scott, 2010). It is instead correlated with what the 

research intends to gain from the data gathered, as different methods used would lead to different 

constructions of knowledge. Hence, when researching gender inequalities, the methodology chosen 

depends primarily on which one can create the most credible evidence on the questions asked and 

on the overall objective for research enquiries (Scott, 2010). Therefore, it is paramount, as a 

prerequisite, to interpret what variety of information a research requires for the report and thereby 

decide which method links to these necessities. Taking the research perspective and approach into 

consideration, I chose a qualitative technique in order to gain the most applicable answers for my 

research questions. This is explained in more detail below.  

3.4.1 Qualitative research:  

As Scott (2010) explained, the utilization of qualitative research can facilitate in analysing identity 

formations and possible discriminations individuals perceive regularly. Qualitative research 

introduces a framework for studying the ‘why’ questions of gender issues (Grant, Ward, & Rong, 

1987). In addition, in comparison to quantitative methodology, qualitative methodologies doesn’t 

consider statistical methods of social phenomena but instead focuses on assembling detailed 
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descriptions of issues or problems from the respondent’s perspectives (Bergh & Plessis, 2012; 

Mathur-Helm, 2002; B. A. Thyer, 2001b). Therefore, even though it is time consuming, this 

research approach linked to the type of data collection required for grasping a deeper interpretation 

of expat woman’s daily lives. This construction of meaning process was extracted through firstly 

analysing how the respondents ponder (which mental structures they draw upon when making 

perceptual judgments) and thereby defining the fundamental ‘rules’ that impacted their behaviors 

and attitudes (Barnham, 2015). Hence, overall, using a qualitative research approach enabled me to 

dig beneath the surface to investigate and obtain meaningful responses, both enriching and 

empowering the context of study.  

3.5 Data Collection 

3.5.1 Sample selection 

I have used criterion sampling as a technique for choosing the participants that would supplement 

the criteria required for this study (Rudestam & Newton, 2007). This is a salient phase because 

these correlated to the credibility and conformity of the research. In contrast to quantitative 

research, this does not entail collecting a wide population of samples. Instead, I drew on  Braun & 

Clarke's (2006) research, who argued that the ideal amount of participants depends on the size of 

project. My report is characterized as a ‘small project’ and therefore the ideal amount of interviews 

should lie in the range of 6-10. I gathered a total of 11 interviewees. This also reflects on what 

Fugard & Potts (2015) express, namely that there isn’t a limit to the amount of interviews required 

because after conducting and interpreting an ‘x’ amount of interviews, the additional information 

from more interviews will not add more themes, leading the theoretical saturation. In addition to the 

sample size, these women also needed to obtain the right individualistic characteristics required 

(Table 2). These criteria are explained below with characteristics and definitions, respectively:  

 

Table 2: Required Sample pool characteristics for the report 
Sample Characteristics Definitions 

Danish Nationality Holds a Danish passport  
Woman  Adult female gender 
Management position A position that entails supervising over a group of individuals, 

with authoritative status, and decisions making possibility  
Expatriate  1. Being deployed by the home company  

2. Self-initiated expatriation  
3. Initiating own company in China 

Living or has lived in the People’s Republic of 
China  

1. Currently residing in an Chinese region 
2. Previously lived/ worked in China 
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Self-produced / evaluated descriptions of characteristics  

3.5.2 Data access 

With limited time and resources, I decided to utilize different platforms for acquiring access to the 

sample group. With a very narrow sample group focus, I decided to take advantage of a snowball 

sampling strategy. This technique first finds known candidates to contact and they are then asked to 

suggest additional individuals with similar characteristics that can be included. This sampling 

method is seen as beneficial since “people who have certain characteristics or behavior are often 

part of a network of similar people” (Matthews & Ross, 2010a, p.166). Having personally lived in 

China, I already possessed a network of individuals that I was able to contact. I e-mailed personal 

acquaintances in China and asked to use their personal networks to acquire additional candidates. 

Despite potential preference bias or relational bias, this technique enabled me to gather a larger 

sample within a shorter amount of time and still remain within the boundaries of my study target 

group. But in order to hinder possible uniformity bias from this technique, I complemented the 

personal networks with professional platforms and Danish Chamber of Commerce (DCC).  

3.5.2.1 Professional platforms 

Since the sample was focused on professional Danish women in China, it was applicable to take 

advantage of professional online platforms like LinkedIn. Specifically, I searched for Danish 

companies that are operating in China and from there, segmented out the Danish women who were 

currently living there. I then sent personal e-mails (in Danish) explaining my thesis and if they were 

interested in providing insight to my report. On average, around 85% replied to my request. 

Unfortunately some of the women’s personal profiles did not match my specific prerequisites. This 

stemmed from out-of-date profiles, not of Danish nationality or never having lived in China but 

only exported products to the country. This technique proved to be efficient in assembling a 

diversified portfolio of women in a short duration but it acquired additional time to find the exact 

candidates that fit my requirements.  

3.5.2.2 Danish Chamber of Commerce (Shanghai and Beijing) (DCC):  

I contacted DCC with the objective of acquiring profiles of women in different industries and with 

different management positions. This technique was useful as I was able to leverage on their online 

contacts platform. Also, with their large network, DCC Shanghai and Beijing provided me with 

contacts from smaller and less known companies, that would otherwise have been proven to be 

more difficult to acquire personally.  
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3.5.3 Interviews 

Interviews are a gateway to acquiring an elaborate understanding of people’s decision makings, 

attitudes and opinions and creates a communicative interaction where understanding is exploited 

through language and interpretations (Csordas, Dole, Tran, Strickland, & Storck, 2010; Saunders et 

al., 2009). Hence, since the objective of this report was to understand how ‘gender’ plays a role in 

the lives of expatriate women, I needed to establish personal interactions and conversations that 

would guide me to extracting more detailed responses to my questions, which was done through in-

depth research designed interviews. This was important because I was adopting an interpretivist 

epistemology and was primarily concerned with how the meanings correlated with various 

phenomena (Saunders et al., 2009). 

3.5.3.1 Interview Questions  

Conducting in-depth interviews, my questions primarily focused on the main topics relating to the 

research questions. Thus, even though these interviews were relatively flexible and unstructured, I a 

priori established some broad questions that would serve as the collection framework (Rudestam & 

Newton, 2007). The main categories were: Expatriation; Gender role and Identity; Gender 

discrimination and Stereotype; Cultural differences; Work and living environment.  

 These topics were guiding tools for initiating conversations that related to their personal 

experiences within these sectors. The questions were structured around probe questions (Saunders 

et al., 2009), meaning the questions were formed as open-ended, allowing the respondents leeway 

to express their thoughts and feelings, and build further on their responses. My main responsibility 

during these conversations were to make sure the interview were steered in the correct direction and 

not going too much off path. Therefore, the questions varied between interviewees to accommodate 

their responses. A sample interview, with Sarah, is provided in the appendix (Appendix A) 

3.5.3.2 Interview styles 

Seven interviews conducted online over Skype and four were carried out face-to-face. Prior to 

starting the interviews, I would give a brief explanation on the purpose of my report and then 

continue with some small talk in order to loosen any possible tensions and to create a relaxed 

atmosphere. I recorded all the interviews from the computer and a backup recorder from my phone. 

Moreover, with the attempt to receive honest responses, I decided to have all the participants, along 

with their company name, be anonymous in the report.  
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The two interview styles were approached differently. When conducting the online 

interviews, I used the webcam if the respondents felt comfortable enough with it. It created more 

relaxed and informal flow to the conversations. Moreover, I suggested the participants sit in a quiet 

and comfortable area with either a coffee or tea. Due to time differences (China vs. Denmark), I 

allowed the women to decide on the most suitable time and I would thereby adjust my schedule 

accordingly. With face-to-face interviews, I allowed the women to choose where they wanted to 

meet, not only to make it easier for them but also to have them choose a place where they felt most 

comfortable. I ended up meeting two women in cafes and two women at their offices.  

3.5.3.3 Participants 

The participants varied across occupation, status and location. Below is an overview of the 

anonymous interviewees (Table 3), the type of company they worked in and their positions. A more 

descriptive explanation of the women’s profiles is provided in the Appendix (Appendix B) with the 

exception that the names have been given a synonym to keep the anonymous identities.  

 

Table 3: Participants interviewed  
Participants Positions Expatriation 

Destination 
Location (during 
research) 

Contact Channel  Form of 
Interview  

1 Senior Director 
(Innovation Team) 

Shanghai, China Shanghai, China Danish Chamber 
of Commerce 
(SH)  

Skype  

2 Project Manager  Shanghai, China Aalborg, Denmark  Danish Chamber 
of Commerce 
(SH) 

Skype  

3 Finance Director  Shanghai, China Shanghai, China Danish Chamber 
of Commerce 
(SH) 

Skype  

4 Procurement 
Manager 

Shanghai, China Copenhagen, 
Denmark  

Personal Network Skype  

5 Technology Manager Beijing, China Beijing, China Danish Chamber 
of Commerce (BJ) 

Skype  

6 Senior NDP 
Manager  

Beijing, China Beijing, China Snowball effect Skype  

7 Marketing Manager  Shanghai, China Shanghai, China  Personal Network Skype  
8 Office and 

Administration 
Manager 

Shanghai, China Copenhagen, 
Denmark  

Personal Network  Face-to-face  

9 Founder/ Assistant 
Manager 

Shanghai, China Copenhagen, 
Denmark & 
Shanghai, China  

Snowball effect Face-to-face 

10 Gender Manager Shanghai, China Copenhagen, 
Denmark 

Snowball effect Face-to-face 

11 Danish foreign 
minister 

Shanghai, China Copenhagen, 
Denmark 

Snowball effect Face-to-face 

Self-produced / Participant profiles   
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3.5.2 Secondary data  

To complement and enhance the reliability of the primary data, secondary data was also utilized. 

This incorporated external newspapers and articles on the topic of expatriation and female 

leadership. Moreover, through the worldwide web, I also searched on female organizations, human 

rights, and company information on the topic of diversity and gender inclusion. These included: 

World Economic Forum, UN Human rights, China Daily Post, Politiken, genderindex.org etc. Even 

though secondary data doesn’t comply succinctly with my research question, the information still 

provides a foundation for comparing my data to how gender equality is perceived and experienced 

in different context and countries. Moreover, incorporating elements of these secondary data 

enabled me to save resources and time (Saunders et al., 2009).  

3.6 Data Analysis  
In order to establish a feasible data analysis, it is important that the analytical approach corresponds 

to the qualitative research and methodological procedures. According to Järviluoma, Moisala, & 

Vilkko (2003), researchers conducting a gender analysis from a social constructionist perspective, 

will investigate both how gender is defined, negotiated and performed by individuals within certain 

contexts and how environments (norms, values and attitudes) are gendered and the impacts it has on 

identities, daily interactions and behavioral actions. This implied moving an abundance of raw data 

to compiling it into detectable categories where sets of cohesive conclusions were exposed 

(Saunders et al., 2009). As such, I chose to follow a thematic analysis to extract themes from my 

samples.  

3.6.1 Thematic Analysis 

I applied the thematic analysis in order to obtain the optimal amount of meaning and understanding 

from the data gathered through interviews. Thematic analysis is a frequently used analytical tool 

when conducting qualitative research because it extracts and reveals different patterns of meanings 

from the interpretation of the data, that can then be categorized into corresponding themes 

(Alasuutari et al., 2008; Fugard & Potts, 2015). This approach enabled me to go “beyond word or 

phrase counting to analyses involving ‘identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas’ 

(Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012 in Fugard & Potts, 2015, p.669). Since I utilized an 

interpretivist perspective, I was not drawing on a realist view whereby the themes accumulated 

from the respondents’ voices were reflecting reality. Instead, I scrutinized deeper into the 

unforeseen areas of the narratives, by depicting, examining, and framing the evidence in relation to 
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my research question. This created a better way to understand the stories, perspectives, words and 

explanations from each respondent (Matthews & Ross, 2010b) and unravel beneath the “surface of 

‘reality’” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.81). It guided me to the themes that emerged from the 

respondents’ perceptions on gender inequality and discrimination.  

Upon implementing the analytical tool, I used Braun & Clarke's (2006) research as a 

guideline. They explained how there is no explicit structure in utilizing this approach. Instead, as a 

researcher being subjective to my own work, I had to construct my own boundaries for data 

analysis. This implied determining the proportion of data needed for making a theme legit enough 

and needing to be critical of only using perceptions and themes that related to the research question.  

Subsequently, I complimented this with the coding process framework established by Corley & 

Gioia (2004). I transcribed (Appendix A) each interview, interpreted the words and concepts used 

in the responses to form relevant themes, while eliminating unnecessary information. During this 

process, I constantly returned to exploratory questions like “What might they mean by…? [and] 

What do they say about…?” (Matthews & Ross, 2010, p.374). This cycle of interpretation led to 

specific, repetitive categories that identified the overall meanings and significance from the 

respondents. Appendix C shows how each final ‘aggregate dimension’ was formed. It should be 

noted that these figures only represent the first few concepts and responses used, and not the whole 

process for each theme. Using thematic analysis created a foundation for acquiring a holistic image 

of the data, which led to answering the research question.   

3.7 My role as a researcher 
As I was following a social constructionist approach when conducting this report, it was a 

prerequisite for me to comprehend how my role as a researcher had an effect on the entire research 

process (preparing, conducting and concluding). This was both in terms of the way the interviews 

were constructed as well as how the formulations of the themes were established. Therefore, it was 

necessary for me to practice on-going reflexive dialogue when accessing the divergent subjective 

realities voiced by the interviewees (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This required a level of reflexivity, 

“where researchers engage in explicit, self-aware analysis of their own role” (Finlay, 2002, p.531). 

Only by pursuing such an approach could I begin to understand and analyze the interviewees 

opinions in meaningful ways (Saunders et al., 2009). Simultaneously these meanings are “co-

constituted” (Finlay, 2002, p.531) between myself and the interviewees, and therefore I 

continuously had to be aware of how the new meanings connected to the topic of gender and the 

report.  
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Since I conducted interviews, this involved various degrees of personal interaction. During 

this phase, I had to be aware of the different factors that could enhance or hinder the quality of 

results. For example, Saunders et al. (2009) cautioned how the varying behaviors and attitudes 

portrayed by the researcher can have significant influences on the bias prevailing from the 

participants’ and researcher’s responses. They specifically related this to non-verbal behaviors, tone 

of voice, gestures or mood appearances. In this retrospect, I constantly had to assess how I 

interacted and communicated with the interviewees in order to limit any potential 

misunderstandings, bias or leading questions that could alter the truthfulness in their answers. My 

intention was to portray myself as an open, friendly and understanding communicator, who did not 

judge the women on their perceptions or narratives.  

However, despite taking these intentions and reflexivity into consideration, I experienced 

certain instances where it was difficult to maintain a non-influential role. This challenge was 

consistent with Underwood, Satterthwait, & Bartlett's (2010) argument that it is inevitable for a 

researcher’s behavior to influence the responses and direction of the outcomes. For example, having 

personally lived in China for several years, I faced difficulty in limiting my own biased opinion and 

experiences when speaking with the women. This had obscured the flow of conversation, changed 

the direction of initial answers or created hidden hints on what the women should state. However, in 

certain instances, this also led to the interviewees recognizing unforeseeable scenarios whereby they 

had felt mistreated. 

 Conducting a qualitative research from a social constructionist perspective required me as a 

researcher to comprehend how my role had a direct influence on what the women would feel 

comfortable to talk about. Therefore, in order to maintain a passive, yet engaging, role during the 

conversations, I attempted to pursue a reflexive approach. This meant that after each interview I 

evaluated the recordings to investigate what behavior I had displayed and what consequences or 

benefits this had created. I then took these discoveries into consideration for the next interview in 

order to create a welcoming and trustworthy personality that gave me deeper insights on the topic of 

gender.     

3.8 Ethical Consideration 
This research touches upon fairly personal and sensitive topics. Therefore it was a priority to 

provide responsible ethical conduct through the research process. Aligned with Wester 's (2011, 

p.301) explanation this report followed the five paramount principles for establishing an ethical 

report, namely “(a) respect for persons, (b) autonomy, (c) protection of vulnerable populations, (d) 
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beneficence, and (e) justice.” Comprehending these principles not only provided conformity to the 

research question but also established a “social validity” (Wester, 2011, pg.302).  

As the researcher, my main role was not only to ensure that the participants felt respected 

but also ensure that they were treated as human beings and not merely data collection samples, 

since this would impact the four subsequent principles (Wester, 2011). Moreover, participant 

autonomy was an important contribution to the report because I believe this helped the women 

speak their truthful opinions. Specifically, I clarified that participating was voluntary, that 

participants’ and companies’ names would be strictly confidential, and refusing to answer sensitive 

questions was acceptable. This linked with protecting the individuals from potential coerce 

consequences, embarrassment, risk or harm from their surrounding that could arise from their 

participation. Therefore, I needed to ensure that their participation and responses outweighed 

possible costs (Saunders et al., 2009; Wester, 2011).  Also, I ensured that the information gathered 

were analysed in a professional manner and would not comply with any misconduct through 

falsifying results (Wester, 2011).  

Many factors needed to be taken into consideration when acquiring personal information. As 

a researcher, I needed to comprehend how my role and behavior could influence the responses and 

how comfortable the women felt in expressing their thoughts. Moreover, my research needed to 

comply with ethical conducts that wouldn’t lead to false or fake research on gender. 

4.0 Analysis of Findings 
The analysis chapter has three main sections, which emerged and were formed around the research 

question and sub-questions. Table 4 provides an overview of how the themes correlate to the 

research question, which is revisited below:  

How might Danish expatriate women working in managerial positions in China 

experience gender discrimination and/or inequality?  

Which draws on two sub-questions:  

1. How are these experiences potentially different being in a foreign working environment?  

2. What factors have enhanced or hindered their participation and inclusion as women?  

 

In general, in comparison other Asian countries, none of the women perceived gender inequality to 

be a dominant issue as an expatriate female manager. However, despite these opinions, several 

subcultural and implicit attributes did impact how the women experienced and perceived gender 
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inequality and inequity in the Chinese context. Hence, unraveling the stories of the women revealed 

that gender discrimination was practiced in divergent ways depending on situational factors. 

Therefore, each of the sections indicated particular themes that demonstrated how the women felt 

they were treated and included.   

 The extent to which the behavior of ‘gender inequality’ was visible in daily activities was 

quite limited or unforeseeable. One reason was due to the fact that ‘gender discrimination’ was 

subjectively defined. Therefore, experiences of gender inequality could be interpreted differently 

depending on the individual and their personal backgrounds. This visibility was what Acker (2006, 

p.452) defined as the “degree of awareness of inequalities.” One of her arguments for the level of 

awareness a person has on the topic of gender was that it depended on the position of the individual. 

Taking this into consideration, if one of the Danish expatriate women neglected experiencing 

gender inequality or inequity, I assumed it was because they either did not perceive the actions to 

correlate with gender discrimination or they were simply unaware that the different situations or 

encounters could be indications for gender inequality (e.g., unfair treatment, equal opportunities, 

exclusion, etc). ‘Lack of awareness’ of potentially being victims of gender inequality was 

discovered while I continued to question their reasoning and experiences during the interviews. 

This important implication was taken into consideration when analysing the interviews and 

therefore correlated to the various themes that emerged in my analytical research. 

The themes were distributed within three main sections using the thematic analysis approach 

(Matthews & Ross, 2010b). The three sections are laid out as followed:  

1. What it means to be a Danish expatriate woman working in China (This complies with the 

main research question of the potential gender discrimination and/or inequality that the 

women experienced. It draws upon the more personal perceptions and experiences.  

2. The differences that emerged when working in China (This draws upon the first sub-

question and relates to the experiences the women encountered that were different from 

being in Denmark and/or being a foreigner in China).  

3. Participation/Exclusion contexts (This draws on the second sub-question and displays 

different activities and interactions that affected the women’s level of engagement).    

Table 4: Overview of Analysis of Findings  

Research questions Sections Themes 

How might Danish expatriate women working 
in managerial positions in China experience 
gender discrimination and/or inequality? 
 

4.1 Being an 
Expatriate women 
(page 42) 

1. Management role Constraints (page 43) 
2. Status and Power (page 47) 
3. Physical Appearance (page 49) 
4.Advantages of being female expatriate 
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(page) 
5. Female Characteristics 
6. Being a foreigner 

How are these experiences potentially 
different being in a foreign working 
environment? 

4.2 Differences 
with working in 
China 

1. Reverse roles 
2. Work-life balance 
3. Work structure and interactions 

What factors have enhanced or hindered their 
participation and inclusion as women? 

4.3 Participation 
and Exclusion 

1. Social segregation 
2. Conversations in Daily Contexts 
3. Male-Domination 
4. Coping Techniques 

Self-produced / Analysis of Finding outline    

4.1 Being an Expatriate Female Manager  
One of the purposes of the research was to distinguish what kind of role and identity alterations (if 

any) the women experienced being an expatriate manager in China. Despite pursuing diverse jobs 

and working in different companies (multinationals, self-initiated projects, or public sectors), there 

was a clear indication that the women had experienced moments where they felt obliged to be ‘less 

feminine’ when positioned in a management role. This was also in line with how they physically 

presented themselves amongst their colleagues and surroundings. However, despite these barriers, 

the women, in general, still indicated that they were both proud to be a woman and even 

emphasized moments where being a woman was perceived as an advantage in the Chinese context. 

This also drew on highlighting different aspects of their identities that could improve their 

experiences and positions. As such, three main themes emerged regarding their personal identity 

formations: 1) Manager role constraints; 2) Physical appearance; 3) Advantage of being an 

expatriate woman. Each one will be discussed below.  

4.1.1 Management Role Constraints 

The reasons for moving to China were either from starting in new companies, being deployed by 

their companies in Denmark or were entrepreneurs for new emerging companies. Regardless of 

entry mode, the women were aware that they were bound to encounter personal challenges in 

regards to working with new people from different nationalities with new social surroundings. In 

contrast, when I asked how they interpreted their identity alterations or transformations when 

embarking upon a new culture, minor attention had been given to this possibility. Therefore, in an 

attempt to stimulate unforeseen verifications of their adjusted identities, I drew on different forms 

of questions that could potentially enhance their subconscious thoughts (Barnham, 2015). The basic 

foundation for these questions were raised by asking about their gender identities before and after 

deployment, and if they had interpreted any unknown or obligatory changes in order to adjust 

accordingly to their surroundings. I had asked the women to first mention three adjectives that 
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illustrated their role as a manager in China and subsequently what how their role would/could 

change if they drew more on their own female manager roles. The result are shown below:  

 

Table 5: Expected versus desired management roles 

Interviewed women Management Definition Female Management Definition  
Sara Equalitarian, encourage, trust  Not playing a scripted role 
Pernille Communicator, authentic, open, 

honest and trust  
Listen, sense how people are, attentive, 
inclusive,  

Amalie Inclusive, demanding, caring Adjustable  
Eline Organized, high-energy, supportive ** 
Jane Proactive, changeable, trustworthy  Considerate, more softer values (less strict)  
Kate Respectful, listener and understanding 

(personal skills), high expectations, 
structural  

Creative, less authoritative  

Trine  Encouraging, high expectations, 
empowering  

Creating relationships 

Martha Firm, persistent and proactive, open-
minded  

Friendly, caring, less firm.  

Connie Teaching/ training, caring  Mentor, ‘motherly’  
Lea  Open and communicative, 

approachable, sharing  
‘motherly’, friendly  

Beth  Open, straight-forward, strict  Friendly  
Self-produced / combining expected vs. desired management roles    

**Eline did not state any clear differences with being a manager and a ‘female’ manager.  

 

The table above indicates that the women primarily used more assertive words like: ‘proactive,’ 

‘empowering,’ ‘strict,’ ‘high expectations’ when emphasizing their current management role (table 

5, column 2) and in contrast used words like ‘caring,’ ‘friendly,’ ‘motherly,’ and ‘less strict’ when 

defining their desired female management roles (table 5, column 3).  

Accordingly, a common theme that emerged was the notion of emotional and personal 

constraints due to their expected gender roles. Specifically, the conflict related to what was 

perceived as appropriate behavior when portraying a ‘proper’ manager. As earlier research proves, 

women are expected to display more collective traits (ex trustworthy, kind and caring) and men are 

expected to display operative traits (ex: powerful, assertive, and dominant) (Reid et al., 2009). 

These characteristics are the stereotypical assumptions of how men and women should behave in 

societies. Eline corresponded to this notion of gender stereotyping by conveying that she thought it 

was always more accepted for men to be assertive than women because it would not socially 

represent how a woman manager should behave. 

This imbalance of roles conflict links to Koveshnikov, Wechtler, & Dejoux's (2014) work 

on emotional intelligence, which verified how the fluency of identity alterations were influenced by 
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the ability for individuals to balance their emotional levels and understandings in their new 

surroundings. Evidently, the women signified how their emotional levels were challenged with the 

hinderance of being able to connect their ‘feminine characteristics’ with their desired management 

roles. However, if the women were given the possibility, then they would like to accentuate their 

femininity more. For example, Martha admitted that if an employee approached her with personal 

questions, then she would want to “draw on more of [her] female qualities,’ as it would highlight 

the caring and open aspects of her identity. However, an interesting notion Martha conveyed was 

that “gender question is very much a personality issue.” Her perspective contradicts with gender 

role theory since she interpreted gender to correlate with the classical personality approach instead 

of recognizing that gender is behavioral and social constructed through social interactions. 

Evidently, she believes gender is ‘who we are’ and not ‘what we do’ (Wood & Eagly, 2015). This 

can explain why Martha was feeling conflicted on how to maintain her gender role and the expected 

role of a manager because she drew more on the personality traits instead of her interactions.  

Moreover, since the role of a leader is still manifested with a masculine image (Acker, 

2006), the women showed signs of needing to alter their management identities in order to align 

with the assumed masculine management characteristics. This adds to previous gender research 

(Acker, 2012; Eagly & Karau, 2002), which found that women in managerial positions were still 

confronted with pressures to behave more like a ‘man’, regardless if they are expatriates. Evidently, 

these gender biases challenged the Danish women’s personal identities. For example, Trine felt she 

was obliged to suppress her feminine identity and instead resort to being “more tough or more 

masculine” in order to succeed in the competitive business environment. In particular, she stated 

that this hindered her true identity because “on a long-term, also on a more private or personal level, 

it’s too tough…I can learn a lot from being here, but on the long-term it’s not meeting my needs, 

what I like to be in.” Moreover, Kate also expressed that she felt she was forced to change her 

managerial identity when arriving to China, stating that: 

“…you have to be very tough and very hard, and really, really have to cut through and say: 

‘this is how it is, end of story.’ And as a person, I have not been that much, that type of 

person in my management in Denmark. […] I think here I am really learning to be more 

tough on that part.”  

From Kate’s statement, it is indicative that she struggled to cope with needing to emphasize a 

stricter personality in order to obtain the expected respect, while still wanting to be less 

authoritative. Ultimately, this pressure that both Trine and Kate articulated could be due to the 
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“marketization and globalization of the Chinese economy [that] has reversed some of the gender 

equality […] resulting in the resurgence of gender discrimination” (Cooke, 2010, p.2266). As 

previous research explained, the economic boom in China caused aggressive competition, which 

forced women to work harder in order to remain in the competitive industries (Choi & Chen, 2006). 

The weakening of gender equality could be linked to why Kate and Trine felt a necessity for being 

‘tougher’ as it was one of the main ways to comply with the competitive Chinese manager image.  

 In contrast and as previously mentioned, the women also wanted to accentuate more 

‘feminine characteristics’ in their management roles as it related more to their personal identities. 

However, in certain instances, using these characteristics (table 5, column 3) was alleged with 

wrong connotations. For example, Connie explained how she had “become a mother-figure for 

many of [her male employees].” In general, Connie did not appreciate this identification because 

she felt more like a parent than a leader. Her experience exemplified how using the word ‘mother’ 

automatically degraded her status as a professional manager, leading to gender inequity. This 

supports the earlier work of Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin's (1999, p.206), who found that: 

 “A woman acting as a mother may show strongly feminine behavior (because gendered 

meanings are so central to the meaning of "mother"), but when she goes to a business 

meeting to enact the role-identity of boss, the fact that she is a "female boss" may only 

slightly modify the manner in which she carries out that role.”  

This implies that using ‘feminine’ discourses to describe a boss automatically created 

misinterpretations on the sophistication of the individual. This also related to Lea’s self-perception 

when working in China, where she identified herself as having a warm and ‘motherly’ personality, 

and therefore people associated her being less professional:  

“I don’t know if I am this way because I am a woman, maybe. I think in a way it must be 

because if a man were behaving like me, it would be strange. But it’s not strange because I 

am a woman. I am very friendly, quite motherly. So maybe it is strange as a manager but 

not strange because I am a woman, female manager.”  

Moreover, it is more degrading to be referred to as ‘motherly’ in contrast to ‘father’ in the context 

of being a manager (Averett & Heise, 1988 in Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999) As Martha 

indicated, she saw herself as “this ‘father-figure’ who is not a ‘father-figure’ but more like a ‘female 

father figure’ who also needs to be, to care about my team.” By applying the word ‘father’ Martha 

able to feel that her role was perceived with more importance and validity amongst her colleagues. 

Hence, these women were refraining from presenting their female representation because it would 
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go against the gender normative expectations (Denissen, 2010), where as using the word ‘father-

figure’ would still be perceived as professional and not a parent figure, and thereby not have the 

same negative effect.  

As these narratives indicated, there was a continuous struggle to maintain an appropriate 

identity in different situational contexts. Needing to balance between their expected, stricter 

management roles with their ‘caring’ and ‘motherly’ roles caused conflicts with their self-

perception. This concurs to the problems of how women form professional identities while 

considering gender boundaries in the work environments (Denissen, 2010). This relates to the 

confrontation of ‘double bind,’ where the women are meant to work like a man but act like a 

woman (Denissen, 2010). Specifically, if the women, in particular Pernille, Martha, Lea, Trine and 

Connie, emphasized their feminine characteristic (table 5), then they had been perceived as 

unprofessional or less competent but ironically, if they used more assertive (masculine) traits, then 

they had been characeristised as ‘ice queen’ or too ‘fatherly.’ Acker (2006, p.447) found similar 

obstacles for women by explaining that women “often face gendered contradictions when they 

attempt to use organizational power in actions similar to those of men. Women enacting power 

violate conventions of relative subordination to men, risking the label of ‘witches’ or ‘bitches’.” 

When the Danish women embark upon a culture, which holds divergent gender normative 

expectations about how men and women should ideally behave, then they are faced with challenges 

on how to tackle these gender systems in order to maintain their desired identity formations while 

still exemplifying a ‘tough’ and powerful leader.  

4.1.1.1 Status and Power:  

Hierarchy and status are two power identities that are embedded in the Chinese norms. These 

affected how the women felt they were being treated as well as how their identities were perceived 

in the company. Several situations enabled the utilization of the hierarchy identity as a self-

enhancement mechanism (Janssens et al., 2006), which would periodically hide the visibility of the 

gender identity. However, even though hierarchy and status are prestigious symbols in China, 

several of the women instead found it complicated to handle and did not appreciate the social 

expectations it represented. Therefore, both advantages and disadvantages emerged from holding 

higher positions as female expatriates.  

Having a higher status provided several advantages for being a woman. This was verified by 

Amalie when she emphasized how the Chinese were “much focused also on the positions and the 

titles that you hold more to necessarily the gender.” In her opinion, gender was hidden in 
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comparison to her status, which received more recognition. Pernille also explained the struggles of 

being a well-balanced leader in terms of her behavior and attitude, but mentioned that her 

management position had benefited her: “I do carry more stars, so to speak. I was more senior than 

a lot of the people working here when I came. And that just means something in China.” Therefore, 

she took advantage of several aspects of the Chinese norms in order to develop her new department 

into producing what is expected of them.  

In contrast, according to Martha, the disadvantage she claimed from being the Financial 

Director was that it could become lonely since the colleagues would not be as approachable to her 

due to respecting her authoritative status. She struggled with this isolation because as she 

mentioned, “in China you probably start with the respect where in Denmark you have to earn it.” 

This pressured her to constantly play the role as the leader because that was what was automatically 

expected of her when she began working at the company. This aligned with Sarah’s perception, 

when she identified how she was forced to alter her identity once she started working in China. She 

explained that “it’s cultural that is very hierarchically, hierarchical structured, and then you come in 

and at that little universe which is the [Company], you are then the boss and you are the number one 

boss and they look at you and say: ‘Well you are the number one boss.’” These experiences 

connects with Acker's (2006) research on the various inequality regimes within work organizations, 

class discrimination is also a factor in organizational logics and cultures. Even though social status 

should be a privilege and benefit for female expatriates, the majority of their stories point to the 

contrary, namely creating additional conflicts than benefits to their management roles.  

Beth, Trine, Kate, Jane and Sarah all frustratingly indicated that changing their identity due 

to their new hierarchical status was something they did not expect or understand while being an 

expatriate in the new cultural context. They all appreciated more flexibility and open discussion but 

the Chinese merely listen to the ‘boss’ and wanted to show respect by doing what was told. In 

particular, Sarah expressed how this new status irritated her because she was expected to know and 

do everything, without receiving any opinion or feedback from her colleagues. Specifically, she 

mentioned how “that’s an Asian thing and I knew very little about it. So I don’t think it was because 

I was a woman, I would say, I think it is because I was a manager in a different cultural context, and 

it would have happened to anybody.” She faked her role to a greater extent than she would in 

Denmark and “went into the office with more of a role, played a role. […] There I played [Position] 

General. Or I played the top Danish guy more than…so it was more of an acting exercise than being 

here in Copenhagen.” Drawing on the words ‘top Danish guy,’ these management statuses were 
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evidently a contributing factor to the women’s role conflicts. Even though they appreciated more 

egalitarian environment, the women were pressured to alter their roles to comply with masculine 

and hierarchical roles in order to receive the expected respect.  

4.1.2 Physical Appearance 

Physical appearance of women can either accentuate or ‘hide’ ones gender identity. The way the 

women dressed and displayed themselves could reflect how they personally felt in their 

surroundings. Both Pernille and Connie explained how they preferred wearing clothes with a 

masculine appearance. Connie would adjust her physical appearance to limit the female 

characteristics: “And I always, I always wear suits and always keep my hair back [and] never dress 

very sexy.” She rarely wore dresses because she didn’t want “to make gender an issue in any way” 

and concluded with a bold statement: “in general I just feel that the easiest way to avoid these 

gender discriminations is basically to forget you are one.” According to this statement, being 

‘gender neutral’ correlated to looking like a man and therefore, didn’t comply with her perception 

of what ‘forgetting’ one’s gender really meant. However, it can be assumed that Connie felt more 

included amongst the men if she dressed like them, and thereby interpreting this as ‘forgetting’ her 

own gender. This reflects the work of Levin (2001) in Denissen, 2010), who found that in order for 

female workers to be accepted in the male groups, they had to stop being feminine. Pernille also 

mentioned how she wouldn’t wear dresses or look too feminine because she didn’t want to portray 

herself as a stereotypical woman. This challenges the theory of ‘doing gender’ (West & 

Zimmerman,1987) because Connie and Pernille were both disrupting their own gender roles by 

altering their physical appearances in order to enable easier interactions with male colleagues.  

4.1.3 Advantage for female expatriates 

4.1.3.1 Female characteristics  

Another theme that emerged was the appreciation and advantages with being able to draw on the 

feminine characteristics whilst relationship building with colleagues. This attribute had proven 

beneficial with tackling some of the gender stereotyping and inequality situations within the 

gendered organizations in China. It should be noted that these feminine characteristics might not be 

as influential in another country but since ‘relationship building’ is imbedded in the traditional 

Chinese social values, then it is perceived as an advantage for the women to utilize. Specifically, the 

intangible attributes of the Chinese culture highlights the essentiality of ‘collectivism,’ whereby 
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strong relationships (or guanxi) are rooted in their societal norms (Woodhams et al., 2015). As 

Lauring & Selmer (2013, p.1125) defined: 

 “The Chinese term guanxi is a well-known concept indicating how business can be 

promoted through interpersonal relationships. Therefore, in a cultural context where 

business can be promoted through interpersonal interactions, regardless of other cultural 

and social circumstances, female business expatriates may have an edge over their male 

counterparts.”  

There were several verifications that expressed how relationship building through trust and 

consideration gave women an advantage over the men. For example, when Pernille moved to China, 

she had to create a whole new department of the company, which demanded team effort and 

support. Hence, the successful teamwork, in her opinion, occurred from “building trust sooner. I 

think I have succeeded in breaking down barriers sooner, so that people feel comfortable about 

speaking up.” She even believed that “a man may have to work harder to build the trust,” which 

indicated how she, as a female leader, was able to foresee which capabilities benefitted her more in 

comparison to men, and thereby leveraged on this create a collaborative working environment.  

Moreover, the softer skills (e.g. listening, detail-oriented and communicating) had also 

shown to be strengths that the women could use as an advantage. Specifically, Trine stated how: 

“I think one of the advantages that I experience is this about creating relationships and, you 

know, especially if you need to work across in an organization, that’s very important skill 

and think generally women are very good at that because we are […] interested in the 

people, so that’s, I think that is an advantage.”  

Similar to Trine, Kate also mentioned how “men are also open-minded but sometimes you need 

some more personal skills that men sometimes not always are having so much of. So I think in that 

sense, it is a strong thing to be a woman in this.” This relates to previous research, which showed 

that connecting these feminine traits with effective negotiation performance enabled women to 

achieve better aspirations and gain more profitable agreements in comparison to their male 

counterparts (Kray et al., 2002 in Kulik & Olekalns, 2012). Hence, depending on the social context, 

stereotypical feminine traits could be highlighted to lower gender inequity in China.  

4.1.3.2 Being a Foreigner 

In regards to being a female expatriate, being a foreigner and having a management position proved 

to be more salient and substituted for gendered identities in certain social contexts. This analysis 

added to the complex phenomenon of ‘intersectionality,’ whereby “the concept of gendering 
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processes […] could be expanded to combine it with racializing and class creating processes” (Joan 

Acker, 2012, p.219). Several of the women explained how they could exploit these identities in 

attempts to lower gender stereotyping. Evidently, they drew on the advantages of one identity (race 

and/or class) and shielded the disadvantages of other identities (gender) (Shields, 2008). 

Being a foreigner and working in China implied that they were highly qualified individuals 

with a profound educational background. For example, Lea was praised in her company for being 

‘different’ and “[her female boss] favored me. But I think on the one hand she like me as a person, 

but on the other hand she treated me very well because I was the foreigner.” Martha’s response 

showed similarity by explaining how “probably the foreign aspect still gives a little bit of benefit 

for being a woman in China than in Denmark. So it makes probably things a little bit easier in 

China, the fact that you are a foreigner.” She explained that this same privilege would not occur in 

Denmark because there she did not have the ‘foreign’ identity. In accordance with Adler's (1987) 

earlier study, their experiences indicated that ‘foreign woman’ was perceived as their ‘third gender,’ 

where being ‘foreigner’ was identified before being a ‘woman,’ which benefited their roles.   

Moreover, being a female foreigner was illustrated to create better treatment in comparison 

to Chinese women. Specifically, Trine assumed “[…] it is because I am a foreigner. I also heard 

generally that foreigners are treated different than local people. So if I was Chinese, it would 

probably be a different experience.” According to Trine’s experience, a foreigner would allegedly 

receive better treatment than the Chinese, irrespective of gender. Moreover, Amalie had 

embarrassingly admitted that being a Caucasian woman was perceived to be more prestigious than 

being a China woman and that “being a foreigner, that also gives you a little bit, I mean, a stepping 

stone somehow when you are in China and it kind of makes your words a little more important.” 

Overall, each of these women expressed how being a foreigner created a beneficial exposure to the 

Chinese environment, which could marginalize the prominence of being a woman.  

However, in contrast to these prior experiences, Connie expressed how being a foreigner 

created more challenges than being a woman. What could be assumed is that in comparison to 

Martha, Lea, Trine and Amalie, Connie had a lot of independent projects and business travels in 

different Chinese regions, with no direct support from a boyfriend or husband. As such, her 

experiences were confronted with differing types of challenges because she was a single foreign 

woman and had to deal with more local Chinese suppliers.  
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Overall, these diverse experiences indicated how being a foreigner could provide an 

advantage for hiding the gender role, but was simultaneously contingent on the social and 

situational contexts in which the individuals were in.  

4.2 Differences with Working in China 
Working in new country in another continent, will discernably create new challenges and activities 

for people in general. But within this section, I don’t draw upon the obvious differences but instead 

interpret these differences from the perspective of Danish female expatriates and reflect on how 

these influenced women’s perceptions and experiences on gender inequality and inequity. As such, 

three main themes that evolved in regards to being a female manager in a new nation were: 1) 

Reverse roles; 2) work-life balance; 3) work structure and interactions.  

4.2.1 Reverse roles  

One of the main facets that changed when embarking on the journey to work in China was reversing 

the professional roles between the women and their husbands (The option to reverse roles was only 

evident amongst the married women whom I had interviewed). This meant that the women had 

become the ‘breadwinners’ of their home, while the men were representing the supportive and 

caring roles. Changing the status quo on the roles of men and women had reconstructed gender, 

which challenges the traditional dichotomous stereotypical social norms (Morash & Haarr, 2012).  

Due to the women’s career opportunities, their partners had followed them to China and in 

some circumstances had quit their jobs in Denmark, which meant being unemployed whilst abroad. 

Despite contradicting the societal gender systems (Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999), Pernille, Jane, 

Sarah and Kate each expressed how their husbands only been supportive and content with their 

decisions to reverse roles. They saw it as a great opportunity for their wives to enhance their career 

portfolios, while establishing new experiences together. For example, Pernille comfortingly 

explained how “my husband and I are in reverse roles and I could not do this without my husband 

taking that role. That is for sure.” Her husband had agreed to change his normative role as the main 

breadwinner to instead become the person responsible for the daily chores. Pernille further stated 

that:  

“the priority was very clear that the first many months that was about setting up the home 

front and, yes, I may make the purchase in this, but he was the one that does the grocery 

shopping, he is the one who makes sure that there is food on the table when I get home. 

That’s a clear division we have made and we both are good about that.”  
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Her new position exemplified how she and her husband had challenged the stereotypical gender 

power relations in families. However, her statement also hints to the fact that reversing roles would 

not have been applicable if both partners didn’t agree to the circumstances and alterations.  

Jane’s experience correlated with Pernille’s story. While in China, her husband was “not the 

one working […] so I come home to a clean house and food on the table already. So that is the 

opposite for me.” It was a new reverse experience to their initial life-style in Denmark but 

expressed how she actually enjoyed having the possibility to change duties and evidently become 

the main provider in the their relationship. However, it becomes questionable as to how long these 

new roles would uphold for Jane, since she conveyed how her husband would not agree stay within 

these roles for longer than the signed two-year contract. For example, with Sarah’s husband, he was 

only “really taking care of the home base” for the first 11 months before searching for a full-time 

job. However, she did not mind this situation, as she was merely thankful that he had supported and 

helped her and the children the first months of embarkation into the new culture. Consequently, 

acquiring new positions can be indicative that expatriation may create more opportunities to 

challenge the stereotypical perception of gender roles in society.  

However, even though the men were complacent with their supportive role, people around 

them perceived it has odd and commented on the abnormality of it. In particular, foreign 

businessmen (expats) were amongst the main portrayers of discrimination against the husbands. For 

example, Pernille described how her husband had become a target for being made fun of by the 

expatriate men. They used connotations like ‘not being a real man,’ ‘probably being bored’ and 

‘having nothing to do.’ These men were signifying how her husband was not complying with the 

stereotypical gender structure and therefore casted him as an outsider of their alpha-male ‘in-group’ 

(Stets & Burke, 2000). This situation could put pressure on Pernille’s experience and attitude 

because it was her career that brought them to China and thus reversed their roles. However, in 

contrast, since her husband “is so in balance with himself,” they were able to talk and laugh about 

the behavior of the other men because Pernille strongly believed that this demonstrates what “it 

actually takes to be a much bigger man and much more of a man to be able to be able to do that.” 

Along with Kate’s husband, who had formed ‘in-groups’ with other ‘stay-at-home’ husbands, these 

husbands were challenging the social role theory (Vogel et al., 2003) by acting against the 

stereotypical normative structure that segregates gender roles in society.  

These situations exemplified how altering the social norms could influence the modern 

interpretations of gender systems. Expatriation provides opportunities for reversing roles and 
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acquiring more responsibility professionally. However, stereotyping still occurred in regards to ho 

the men were treated.  

4.2.2 Work-life balance  

In order to comply with their new career structures and expectations in China, the majority of the 

women involuntarily had to adjust their daily Danish habits, behaviors and priorities. In particular, 

this entailed finding a suitable way to balance their work and personal life. The main factor that 

stirred challenges was the obligation to work long-hours while conforming to their gender roles, 

which are incorporated in the Chinese cultural work ethics (Xiao & Cooke, 2012)..  

It was evident that the women who arrived to China with their family were faced with the 

ambiguities of how to cope with being a manager and a mother simultaneously. One particular 

scenario was clarified by Kate, who had accepted the position as Project Director despite never 

having been to China before. Her challenge was how to balance her duties as a mother with two 

children and her demanding position:  

“…the whole balance between being a mom and being a business woman. Trying to actually 

be there for both kids and my husband and myself and my company. So there is a lot of 

things. And I think that challenge, I get the feeling also when I talk with the other working 

ladies here that the challenges are maybe bigger for a mom than for a dad. I think. And I 

really feel they need their…they are like screaming for mommy when I come home and I 

think that is a very difficult balance actually when you asked to be a manager in china. The 

work hours are very, very long. Always working and also with the time difference to 

Denmark. So I work a lot; much, much more than I did in Denmark.” 

Kate drew a visual image on the role conflicts that women in her position would inevitability 

encounter, due to the pressure of unceasingly being a productive manager and a caring mother. Kate 

recognized that this balancing of role was a bigger challenge for women than for men because men 

are not obligated to play a ‘motherly role’ once they arrive home. Moreover, globalization and 

increased competition in China had caused working intensification amongst employees, especially 

managers, resulting in long-working hours (Xiao & Cooke, 2012). Therefore, once male managers 

are able to leave work, their responsibilities remain at the office, whereas women are expected to 

continue with their responsibilities once they arrive home, since they are simultaneously 

stereotyped to continue the gender role as ‘homemaker’ (Shortland, 2009).  

This pressure with handling long working hours and family time was also revealed by Sarah. 

Resembling Kate’s experience, Sarah explained how “you have to invest a lot of yourself into” the 
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work culture. However, in her own opinion, she would rather “go and have dinner with my family.” 

While interviewing Sarah, I noticed through her expression and the way she communicated these 

thoughts, that she did not particularly enjoy being pushed into this role when having to choose long 

working hours over family matters. However, she prioritized her duty as a top manager in order to 

maintain closer relationships and a professional status. What was contradicting was that despite 

prioritizing work in most circumstances, she still felt implicit indications that her colleagues 

undermining her professionalism because they would ask concerning questions like “Don’t you 

need to go home now, it’s late, it’s five. What about your family?” In the colleagues’ perspectives, 

they could not comprehend how she could balance being their manager and being a mother. 

Regardless of the colleague’s intentions, Sarah did not appreciate these remarks, as she perceived it 

as them judging her capabilities as a qualified manager.  

In addition to the external requirements of working long hours, Martha also indicated 

pressures for needing to accept and balance her personal life that emerged from choosing an 

expatriate career. More distinctly, one of her main concerns was her children’s reaction with 

moving to China. It was an emotional topic for Martha because she was forced into a win-lose 

scenario between her personal career choice and the social sacrifices for her daughters. Working in 

China was an optimal possibility for Martha because her position was well respect and therefore 

provided opportunities for career development. However, since she was a woman, her actions did 

not concur with the stereotypical roles of mothers, since in this particular situation she had chosen 

her own ambitions over her children’s wishes. Evidently, as Kate indicated, making this choice 

would not have had as strong an effect on men because, due to traditional gender roles, they didn’t 

carry the same responsibility of needing to acquire to the children’s needs. Hence, men are not 

faced with the conflict of needing to consider their job over their family relation to the same extent 

that women do.  

One of the main factors affecting the women’s identity and gender equality was the 

complication of needing to balance their professional roles and motherly roles. They had to prove 

their qualifications and cope with the work intensification from the Chinese cultural expectations, 

while returning to stereotypical gender role responsibilities once home.  

4.2.3 Work structure and interactions    

 The way the organizations functioned, both in terms of interactions and structure had an impact on 

the women’s experiences. Howe transparent and open the interactive levels were amongst the 

colleagues depended on the size of the company. Moreover, the traditional Chinese business culture 
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showed persistent challenges for the women, which caused them to be discriminated in terms of 

exclusion and stereotyping.  

 The organizational size and structure differentiated between the women and this proved to 

correlate with how they each perceived the evolvement of relationships with their employees. 

Ultimately, the smaller the company, the easier and more ‘gender neutral’ the interactions were. 

Eline had chosen to work for a small company in Shanghai, and as such, she didn’t feel she had to 

“fit into a Chinese environment” and didn’t sense any intentional gender inequality amongst her co-

workers. Instead, she expressed how the culture was very transparent and interactive because the 

size of the company enabled her to be closer with her colleagues. In contrast, for Amalie, who 

worked in a multinational company, being a female meant she had to be more attentive on how she 

should position herself amongst her colleagues. This has required more work and effort in 

comparison to men because in her opinion, integrating into a corporate culture was more automatic 

for men than women in her position.  

  Moreover, various of the women explained that if they could choose, then they would 

prefer working with Chinese women instead of men. This can by justified by Amalie’s statement 

that individuals “tend to group ourselves among people of the same gender.” In Sarah, Connie and 

Trine’s perspectives, Chinese women “work harder,” were “more educated, “diligent,” 

“trustworthy” whereas men were “spoilt,” “little kings” and “lazy”. Their personal experiences 

displayed how it was harder to work with Chinese men because their behaviors indicated 

difficulties with comprehending that women were also able to reach higher management levels, 

evidently, breaking the ‘glass-ceiling’ (Liu, 2013). The men would feel threatened by having their 

authoritative power challenged by women, since these positions had been take-for-granted in the 

past. Trine encountered this with her Chinese translator, who challenged both her views and 

authority, and during a cultural training for the company in Denmark, he explicitly stated that he 

thought Danish female mangers were difficult to work with. Evidently, this not only embarrassed 

Trine in front of her co-workers, since she didn’t understand his reaction, but also made her feel 

mistreated and stereotyped. Similar to Joan Acker's (2008) conclusion, this form of verbal assault 

illustrates how informal interaction practices that initiate gender inequity can be both unanticipated 

and elusive, and evidently reproduce gender inequality in organizations.  

Furthermore, a primary factor that caused tension amongst the women was the after work 

arrangements and meetings. According to traditional Chinese working norms, the majority of 

important meetings and client interactions are organized after office hours and primarily symbolize 
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male-dominated activities. For example, this related to heavy drinking and unprofessional or 

inappropriate behavior at restaurants, KTV and bars. Since these meetings had mainly been 

arranged for men, the women felt both uncomfortable and hindered from being able to participate. 

This also implied that they could not be involved in important client and strategy meetings, which 

limited their interactions with being able providing their own opinion on what the meeting 

objectives were about. Sara described these environments as “a traditional business climate in the 

way of socializing about people, not only people in power but definitely including people in power 

[…] not deliberately, but at least very effectively excludes women.” Despite being a manager, she 

felt excluded because the men treated her differently due to her gender and conveyed how it 

bothered her “overall that so much business in China had to be done during dining.” As Acker 

(2008) discovered, men have the capability to degrade women’s status by not inviting them to 

events after work. In relation to devaluing women’s status, Beth stated that she felt obliged to attend 

because she didn’t “want to show that I am weak” in comparison to her Danish male business 

partner. This pressured her identity in needing to prove that she had the same capabilities and 

strength as the men, and only through this could she be involved in the arrangements.  

Amalie emphasized that the level of importance in attending these events was critical 

because it could influence the progression of their careers. More directly, she felt “it is the social 

part that […] that also kind of lays a foundation for what is happening in the work space: some of 

these off-work activities. And if you don’t join them, then that can become a little bit more 

difficult.” The women had to put more effort in participating these activities. The main conflict 

arose when the women felt they had no choice but to join the events, yet simultaneously, felt 

stereotyped once they were participating in the events. They were ‘pampered’ by the men because 

they were women, and assumingly couldn’t handle the same activities.  

The organizational size affected the level of interaction amongst women and men colleagues 

and thereby had an implicit effect on feelings of gender inequity. However, in regards to the after 

work business activities, the women felt an explicit barrier for being able to interact and be part of 

these important meetings. Hence, interactions occurred on different levels but all led to 

interpretations of gender stereotyping.  

4.3 Participation and exclusions   
Participation and inclusion levels were observable in many circumstances and contexts. Hence, 

taking each narrative that corresponded to these into account, four main themes evolved that 

incorporated the main challenges. These were 1) social segregation; 2) Conversations in daily 
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contexts; 3) Male-domination; 4) Coping techniques. Moreover, the final theme evolved from how 

some of the women were able to find ways of coping with gender inequity. 

4.3.1 Social segregation   

According to the narratives, the external environment activities also generated instances that 

triggered feelings of mistreatment and exclusion. These events ranged from networking events, to 

conferences, to holiday celebrations. The majority of individuals whom attended these events were 

either Danish or Internationals. The intention for these gatherings was to provide an opportunity for 

people to interact and socialize. However, during networking and socializing, the women had 

experienced being exposed to different levels of gender inequity and degradation. The perceptions 

of interactions differed depending on it was in formal or informal settings (Acker, 2012). 

One of the main exposures was being categorized in accordance to the normative gender 

roles of women. These reflected “the agentic and communal” (Wood & Eagly, 2015, p.468) 

characteristics of femininity and masculinity that are imbedded from social expectations. This 

meant that traditional standards of men and women had recreated stereotypical assumptions about 

the women’s qualifications and positions. Accompanied by their husbands to the events, the women 

were automatically perceived as the ‘spouse,’ who couldn’t be the ‘breadwinner.’ Sarah recognized 

these environments are not “gender neutral [and were] so stereotypical that one is of course the 

breadwinner, who makes the money, and the other follows…of course there are more men working 

and then there is the traveling spouse...” This interpretation aligned with Shortland's (2009) research 

on gender diversity, where she found that expatriate women were primarily perceived as 

‘homemakers’ instead of ‘breadwinners’ due to occupational segregations.  

These misperceptions would make the women experience unfair treatments that caused them 

to feel ‘less worth’ than the men, merely because they were women. For example, Pernille 

experienced this gender inequity in various scenarios: 

“Where I sometimes do see a different treatment or perception or anticipation is actually 

when I participate in external arrangements. It would be like gala events arranged by 

DCCC. […] a lot of men that would also magically go through the perception of that you 

are the wife that was brought along. And that sometimes means something, until they figure 

out “oh okay!” 

Resembling Pernille’s experience, Kate articulated that it was in the expatriate compounds where 

she “can really feel a difference.” They would make prejudice remarks about her professionalism, 

stating things like: “Oh that is kind of weird.” What made her feel more degraded was that “If my 
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husband was working, then it would be more like ‘oh okay’.” She did not appreciate the 

contradicting comments on how it was judged inappropriate for her to pursue a management 

position but not for her husband.  

These external events not only evoked emotional constraints when being stereotyped as the 

‘wife’ but also influenced their professional status and inclusion in business conversations and 

opportunities. For example, Pernille indicated that during network events, various men did not see 

the relevance in directly approaching her for business conversation “because they just assume” she 

was the spouse tagging along with her working husband. Due to this misinterpretation, Pernille 

created a ‘social mask’ (Strauss, 1969 in Simpson & Carroll, 2008) that could enable her ‘fake’ a  

positive attitude and continuously play a proactive role in approaching men in order to break the 

barriers of exclusion and prove her expertise level.  

Connie also experienced feeling different and being excluded during events due to her 

gender. Even though she was an independent women (and not accompanied by a husband) she 

conveyed that while attending professional presentation events, “the boys club would sort of be 

talking a lot and if you, as me, tried to say something, it would not be heard as much.” She further 

explains that “even though I was a manager, yeah a leader at the same level as they were, same 

exact same level, they would treat me differently; Just not respect me the same way as a man.” She 

highlights how being mistreated and being excluded because of her gender could link to feeling 

discriminated and degraded. Automatically being labeled as lower ranked and less competent 

reflects the work of Eagly & Karau (2002), whom explain how normative social expectations are 

influential factors on social roles and these roles are then contingent on the segregated normative 

gender roles.   

In addition to feeling mistreated and excluded by expatriate men, another pressure that some 

of the women experienced was the difficulty of interacting with other ‘stay-at-home’ women. 

Ultimately, meeting with the spouses was meant to be leisurely and relaxing. However, this was not 

the perception from several of the women. The problem was the differing daily lives of a 

businesswoman and a stay-at-home wife, which caused complications with building relations with 

each other, particularly in regards to interests, hobbies and time schedules. For example, Amalie 

made it clear that she did not feel included in the ‘spouse community’ because as she joked “having 

nails done and stuff was not necessarily on top of my agenda.” Since she was more determined to 

prioritize her career development, she was perceived as an ‘outsider’ amongst the spouses because, 

as she explained, “you are not necessarily as much part of that community that they have together 
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and what they are doing together, so you don’t bond as much with them as they do with each other.” 

This indicated how stereotyping and prejudice could also occur amongst the same sex (women to 

women), and due to this phenomena, Amalie was excluded by women because her gender role did 

not comply with their gender roles.    

Moreover, Connie had attempted to connect with the spouses since she admitted how being 

an independent businesswoman could become a lonely experience and therefore she had searched 

for more of a social network. However, Connie quickly realized that she did not feel like she fit in 

these “Danish woman sort of groups.” Instead, she felt judged for being the only professional 

workingwoman within the group. Feeling like an outsider, she immediately stopped going to the 

gatherings. Ironically, she explained how going to a bar with the guys would be more comfortable 

because she at least understood their business dialogues. Likewise, Beth mentioned that her relation 

with spouses was minimal primarily because of her busy schedule and different life-style, which 

had caused prejudiced behavior towards her. Due to these mistreatments by spouses, she did not 

feel like taking an active role in attempting to fit in.  

The social segregations evolving within the external environment had caused the women to 

feel mistreated, stereotyped and excluded due to various unanticipated reactions. This required both 

the capability to put on a ‘social mask’ and the ability to find alternatives to meeting with the 

spouse communities.  

4.3.2 Conversations in Daily contexts  

It is inevitable that communication steers the societal realms through conversations, behaviors and 

interactions. In regards to the women’s experiences, the way conversations were formed (both 

verbally and non-verbally) influenced their behaviors and experiences of gender inequality. In 

particular, subtle ways of talking, using flirtation as a technique and experiencing verbal harassment 

demonstrated this.  

 The way conversations are expressed and perceived can be both subjective and gendered 

(Reid et al., 2009). This can cause misconceptions on how the conversations are conveyed amongst 

colleagues. For example, Jane believed women would attempt to convey their message through 

softer values and longer dialogues whereas men would utilize a more strict and direct approach. 

Despite being primarily surrounded by male colleagues, Jane attempted to utilize longer discussions 

with softer skills when directing meetings. However, using a more ‘feminine approach’ when 

communicating had backfired, as she explained: “…perhaps my sound is more kind and if they do 

not feel that I am actually serious. Whereas a man voice can be more [barking sounds] that can 
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have an impact as well.” Unable to be taken seriously because of the way she communicated 

exemplified how the modes of language could influence how a woman is perceived. In Jane’s 

situation, this caused her to be perceived with less qualification and leave her feeling degraded.   

In addition, Trine concurred how using the female tentative language (Reid et al., 2009) 

when sharing and clarifying information before proceeding with a project, paradoxically 

characterized her as less competent and professional:  

“…this female tendency […] sharing things and kind of expressing that you are not certain 

about something, that will be interpreted, I mean, where your intention is actually just to 

have dialogue, it will be interpreted as you are not competent or you are insecure about 

things or you don’t know what you are talking about, you know you would lose some kind of 

respect…” 

The above statement exemplified how modes of communication could create misconceptions on 

women’s qualification status since information was shared divergently between genders. This could 

lead to uncertainty on how to behave and act around men in order not to be perceived as less 

competent in the same position and be discriminated unintentionally through such stereotyping.  

This perception of women being more incompetent than men was utilized in other contexts 

of men joking around with each other. For example, Eline, who worked in a more female-

dominated industry, had experienced how her male colleagues would “make fun of a man by giving 

him female nicknames, which for some reason is supposedly an insult to be female if you are a man 

and not the other way around.” She believed this form of harassment was a discriminating act 

towards women because it degraded women to feel ‘less worth’ as it linked the image of women to 

discourses of jokes and silly comments. This implication was also found in Joan Acker's (2012) 

research, whereby she explained that joking about sexuality affirms the continuous existence of 

gender difference which blocked the possibilities for gender equality. Eline realized this by stating 

how “sometimes without thinking people can discriminate because it is very much down to the way 

that we talk and the way that we think.” In some cases, it was the thought processes behind the 

verbal harassments that could cause more reactions and feelings of degradation, and not the words 

themselves.  

 Moreover, in regards to non-verbal behaviors, Lea found that subtle expressions of flirtation 

was a beneficial ‘communication technique’ that could temporarily gain the men’s cooperation and 

attention. She argued that from her perspective, it was meant as an innocent and easier approach to 

starting conversations with her male colleagues. However, using feminine characteristics in this 
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context could have a reverse effect, whereby it paradoxically minimized her professional image. 

Her reason was that by not having a stereotypical ‘sexy’ appearance, men would treat her in a 

friendlier manner. This behavior complied with Joan Acker's (2012) research that the gender 

substructure is reproduced by certain informal interactions that belittles women’s image and status. 

Thus, without realization Lea may have unintentionally increased the power distance and control 

between her and colleagues.  

 Communication occupies a large part of societal interactions. Therefore, it is inevitable that 

this would have an influence on the women’s experiences and exposures. These conversations 

mainly stemmed from the way ‘feminine language’ was tolerated, being victims of indirect verbal 

harassment and acts of flirtation. Each scenario connects to the women experiencing gender 

inequity.  

4.3.3 Male-Domination  

 The majority of the represented companies where the women were deployed to were 

characeristised by them as ‘male-dominated.’ ‘Male-dominated’ companies are defined as having a 

hierarchical structure primarily composed of men and having production fixated on factory and 

machinery constructions. This correlated with the multinational companies where Jane, Pernille, 

Trine, Kate, Amalie, Martha and Lea worked. Due to the imbalance of men and women, several of 

the women experienced different levels of gender inequity, despite holding leadership positions.  

Occupational segregation was the most evident factor that generated gender inequality. 

Despite the host companies advocating how they were altering their policies and procedures to align 

with more diversity and inclusion in the company culture and values, little or no effort for such 

organizational changes were evident. As Joan Acker (2012) found in her work, an organization with 

invisibility towards discriminating actions will maintain a discriminating culture and ultimately 

cease attempts at organizational changes. For example, according to Kate’s description of her 

company’s corporate strategy, they were concentrating on improving the number of women in top 

management. However, she later contradicted the company’s strategy by stressing that it was 

“definitely” men in top management positions, “no doubt about that,” hence demonstrating the 

recreation of gender inequality regimes (Acker, 2012). A similar circumstance occurred with 

Pernille, who was disappointed with the fact that the company had not complied with their promise 

to focus attention to more diversity and gender equality. The outcome had been a replica of male-

domination at the top management level. She did not understand this, as she believed that 
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combining and taking advantage of diversity would create something extra-ordinary within a 

company and not the contrary.   

Moreover, with the majority of colleagues being men, it had been harder to feel included in 

the groups. For example, Martha indirectly conveyed how she was excluded during meetings and 

socializing because of her gender, stating how “I don’t think that, that the other leaders in the group 

are excluding me on purpose.” Despite not admitting to being excluded, it was clear by the way she 

communicated these scenarios, that she did not feel completely comfortable and content in her 

organization, in particular because she was the only woman. Language barriers were not a reason 

for causing exclusion, as Martha spoke both fluent English and Mandarin, and as such, could have 

communicated easily with the other Chinese colleagues.  

 In addition, working in male-dominated companies also meant that there were fewer female 

colleagues. Therefore, the women were given more notice than normally, which distinctly led to 

various forms of gender stereotyping. For example, both Pernille and Amalie had admitted how 

they had been stereotyped as the ‘secretary’, since it was unnatural to see women in manager 

positions within these companies. Another perceived degrading aspect was how women were given 

more concern and empathy in comparison to the men. This caused some women to experience what 

Denissen (2010) described as ‘paternalistic attitudes’ of ‘protecting’ the women. For example, both 

Kate and Jane explained how the men insisted on carrying their things and hold the door for them. 

However, Sarah and Eline argued that these polite gestures were engrained in the Chinese socio-

cultural norms, which corresponds to how the culture of an organization reflects the broader cultural 

context of the surrounding society (Acker, 2012). Nevertheless, these unfamiliar behaviors still 

caused Jane to “feel uncomfortable when they are trying to do that” and Kate to feel that “It’s like: 

“Oh my god!” It’s too much almost.”  Kate felt it lowered her authority and equality status at work 

because these experiences differed from the Danish social norms that she was used to. These acts of 

treating women with “less force” (Amalie) could have a negative impact on the progression of the 

women’s status as it could both make the women seem less proficient and skillful as well as 

undermine their own capabilities  (Denissen, 2010). 

These scenarios indicated how gender segregation still prevailed through occupational 

segregations, gender stereotyping, paternalistic attitudes and recreation of gendered substructures. 

This affiliated with the inability to limit gender inequality amongst employees, causing continuous 

reproduction of gender inequality regimes.    
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4.3.4 Coping Techniques  

Even though the women had encountered different forms of gender inequality and inequity, some of 

them had still found ways to cope with these uncomfortable experiences. For example, some of the 

women had simply arrived to the conclusion that gender inequity was inevitable and therefore 

learned how to tolerate it. Other techniques involved creating networks and acquiring a mentor.  

Both Pernille and Trine had experienced that interactions in different social contexts were 

bounded by gender inequity and exclusion. As a result, they dealt with these instances, not by 

ignoring them, but instead by facing reality. As Pernille explained, men and women are “living a 

little bit back in the caves, with that respect,” insinuating that men were still gender stereotyping 

women because of their normative gender role perspectives. As such, she resided to just not put “up 

a big fuss about it” and instead decided to focus her attention on accomplishing her job 

successfully. Moreover, Trine further acknowledged that in order to cope with being stereotyped or 

mistreated, “you need to read the body language […] you need to sense underneath or kind of use 

other skills to find out what is happening, what is really happening.” In her opinion, it was about 

observing the message beneath the actions and what this could explain instead of the actual words.  

Another approach to coping with gender inequality was to form networking groups. For 

example, Kate stated she had found a group of women who were experiencing similar encounters as 

herself. She explained that “it is nice that we are a few women in the compound who are managers” 

and could create a comforting environment. Kate was able to integrate herself into an ‘in-group’ 

where she viewed herself as a member of ‘the working mothers’ social category (Stets & Burke, 

2000) and where she could express her experiences and frustrations. In addition, as a way to 

compensate for the unfair treatment in her organization, Jane had attempted to arrange women 

communities where women leadership activities were the main focus. Hence, these women network 

initiations could be valuable for their personal competence development as well as for coping with 

the male-dominated industries. However, as Shortland (2011) found, these gendered communities 

could further stimulate gender divisions in the organization, ultimately re-creating gendered 

subcultures and regimes (Acker, 2012).  

In this regard, Connie did not join networks but instead found personal mentors who could 

support her both on a professional and personal level. For example, being an entrepreneur and 

hiring her own employees, she would receive advice from her mentor on how to structure the 

company, whom to hire, etc. In addition, the mentors also helped with how to cope with cultural 

differences, unambitious employees and feeling alone in China. Over the years, Connie had had 
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several mentors and expressed how she had learnt a lot from each of them, and therefore, 

recommended single expatriates to reach support from an experienced mentor.  

Since gender inequality is inevitable in both the Chinese business environment and external 

environment, some of the women had found ways to handle these situations both on a personal and 

professional level. 

5.0 Discussion and Conclusion 
The following chapter first discusses the findings established from the analysis, taking into 

consideration the theories and methodology utilized in the report and is intended on reflecting how 

the research question could correlate with the findings. Subsequently, drawing upon the discussions, 

I provide recommendations (implication for practices) on how women can enhance their 

experiences when working in China as well as how the companies can play a supportive role in 

ensuring this happens. After, I explain the limitations of the report and finally, round the chapter off 

with opportunities for further research.  

5.1 Theoretical Findings 
The overall objective of the report was to assist the paradigm of gender research by focusing on 

what could potentially cause gender discrimination and/or inequality within a specific cultural 

context. This draws on the social constructionist perspective that “because gender is relational, 

constructed through human interaction and social processes, gender negotiation has to be seen as a 

situated performance [and] gender analysis must therefore be carefully contextualized” (Järviluoma, 

Moisala, & Vilkko, 2003, p.25). Therefore, since previous research on gender and expatriation has 

already been conducted through comparisons on men and female expatriates (Hutchings et al., 

2008; Koveshnikov et al., 2014; Selmer & Leung, 2003a) female expatriates of different 

nationalities working in the same country (Stalker & Mavin, 2011), and women expatriates from 

different nationalities working in different countries (Anderson & Antalíková, 2014), I wanted to 

contribute by investigating how one homogenous category of individuals (Danish female 

expatriates in Management positions) could experience differing or similar behaviors of gender 

inequality and/or inequity in one country (Mainland China), and if this could lead to some 

realization of gender discrimination.  

Combining the objective of the research with the findings of the analysis, I established four 

main theoretical findings on the topic of gender discrimination and/or inequality. Each theoretical 

finding is intended to comply with the scope of the report, meaning they correlate with the research 
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question and emphasize some relevant insights relating to gender studies. The four main theoretical 

findings are displayed below:  

1. Gender discriminatory actions are less distinguishable or visible and instead encapsulate 

subtle acts of gender inequality and/or inequity, which could then lead to possible subjective 

feelings of being discriminated.  

2. Cultural differences between Denmark and China creates tensions in regards to how women 

should balance their roles within and outside of the workplace.  

3. Re-producing the traditional assumption about the ‘ideal worker’ within gendered 

organizations causes identity conflicts for female managers.  

4. Working as an expatriate creates different kinds of experiences for women in comparison to 

working in their home country.  

 

The following sections expand on each of the four theoretical findings mentioned above, taking into 

consideration the theories and methodology used in this report.    

5.1.1 Theoretical Finding One  

1: Gender discriminatory actions are less distinguishable or visible and instead encapsulate 

subtle acts of gender inequality and/or inequity, which could then lead to possible subjective 

feelings of being discriminated. 

Viewing gender from a social constructionist perspective indicates that feeling discriminated is 

personally constructed and is contingent on the their influences from different contexts. As a result, 

it is difficult to explicitly comprehend when acts of gender discrimination are occurring. For 

example, depending on various variables (like external environment, institutions, personal 

interactions or cultural settings) some individuals might have a persona on what is defined as 

experiences of gender discrimination, while other individuals might not perceive it the same. In this 

regard, I would argue that gender discrimination is not an explicit behavior but instead occurs 

through a ‘three step process.’ First, a person feels exposed to subtle behaviors of gender inequality 

or equity, which then creates perceptions of unfair treatment, exclusion or emotional instability (low 

levels of emotional intelligence (Koveshnikov et al., 2014)), and then is referenced to the 

characterization of gender discrimination.  

 My argument that gender-based discrimination stems from subtle acts of discrimination 

obtained through implicit behaviors correlates with previous research (Deitch et al., 2003), but was 

In order to provide a clear insight into what these implicit behaviors were from the women’s 
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perspectives, I have provided a table (table 6) below which indicates the various actions they 

experienced, what subtle discrimination they related to, how the women perceived these and what 

kind of gender discrimination action it could/did cause. It should be noted that the women I 

interviewed did not experience all of these subtle actions of discrimination but around two or three 

each. Moreover, the degree of which these actions were perceived also differed amongst the 

women. Hence, my intention was to combine the various narratives that resembled instances of 

gender inequality and/or inequity to present how, regardless to what degree the experiences 

happened, these could be constituted differently. 

 

Table 6: Perceived subtle actions of gender inequality and inequity:  

 Actions  Subtle discrimination  How the women perceived 
these implicit actions  

Gender 
Discrimination  

1. Perceived as secretary or 
house-wife 

Being treated as ‘less worth’  
 

Gender inequity (causing 
frustrations and feeling the 
need to use more energy to 
prove themselves)  

Gender stereotyping 

2. Keeping men in senior 
positions and board of 
directors  

Lack of equal opportunities 
due to ‘glass ceiling’ and 
segregations  

Gender inequality (annoyed 
that the companies didn’t 
keep their promises for more 
gender diversity  

Gender segregation 
 

3. Choosing men solely on 
the ground of gender  

Not given same rights as men 
with equal profiles  

Gender inequity (not being 
taken seriously) 

Gender stereotyping 

4. Being treated with more 
care; pampered by male 
colleagues  

Being treated differently in a 
degrading way because of 
gender and feeling excluded 
from activities  
 

Gender inequality (Feeling 
annoyed for not being taken 
seriously or capable of doing 
the work properly) 

Gender bias 

5. Making verbal 
harassments  

Using women 
‘characteristics’ as negative 
connotations in jokes  
 

Gender inequity (feeling that 
women are less worth)  

Sexism 

6. Not being invited to 
‘after work’ meetings  

Not being chosen to 
participate in important 
meetings because the 
environment does not 
welcome women 

Gender inequality and 
inequity (Feeling frustrated 
with being excluded to 
participate)  

Gender segregation  

7. Feeling an imbalance 
with their personal 
identity and the societal 
expectations of their 
roles  

Double-bind of being too 
harsh or not being qualified 
enough  

Gender inequality (feeling a 
social pressure on how to 
behave in accordance to 
cultural norms and 
expectations)  

Gender stereotyping 
and social gendered 
expectations 
 

Self-produced / Gender-based discrimination process    

 

As the table 6 shows, the majority of the actions stemmed from the everyday interactions 

with people both inside and outside of work. An important notion drawn from these encounters was 
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that they were not explicit attempts direct towards trying to make the women feel degraded or less 

of importance. In contrast, the majority of the time, the initiators were unaware of what they were 

stating or doing. These actions were exemplified through using ‘womanly connotations’ when 

making jokes, believing the women managers were the spouses or secretary, or treating women 

differently during meetings. In connection with “visibility of inequality” (Acker, 2006, p.452), these 

implicit behaviors demonstrated how there were unintentional lack of awareness towards gender 

inequality actions, which consequently enhances the complexity of gender discrimination.  

According to the work of Martin, (2001, p.605), one reason for the lack of awareness on 

forging discriminatory acts was due to “the liminal awareness.” In her view, this happens when men 

engage in activities that create ‘gendered aspects,’ yet are subconsciously unaware that these 

behaviors are representing masculinity, which creates a masculine environment, and thereby makes 

the women feel excluded or mistreated. In affiliation with what the women expressed, these 

subconscious bias emerged in different scenarios, such as masculine gestures made by the 

colleagues (like holding the door), properly during ‘after work’ meetings. What could be applied in 

these circumstances was that the men could have interpreted that their own remarks were made out 

of respect, even though the opposite effect was more evident. However, other variables (cultural 

differences) could also be factors for perceiving these behaviors as inequity (see section 5.1.2).  

Furthermore, even though the majority of these implicit actions were primarily focused on 

men’s behavior towards women, my research also revealed how ‘lack of awareness’ was 

demonstrated amongst the same sex (women towards women). Specifically, from the narratives, I 

discerned that encounters with other women (like the spouses) triggered feelings of exclusion and 

prejudice. Since the women were working full-time, had different initiatives and priorities, it was 

hard to relate and feel welcome amongst the spouse groups. According to social identity theory, the 

women were the ‘out-group’ and the spouses are the ‘in-group’ (Stets & Burke, 2000). This does 

have some implications of truth with the argument that differentiations in groups do cause feelings 

of exclusion, which could lead to gender discrimination. However, I want to add to this argument 

with the assumption that individuals are constantly ‘doing gender’ (West & Zimmerman, 1987) and 

‘re-doing gender’ (Morash & Haarr, 2012), which shifts the stereotypical image of what it means to 

be a woman and man. Therefore, in accordance to my research, ‘gender discrimination’ also entails 

women (spouses) showing prejudice towards other women (women managers) on the grounds that 

they behave, dress or think differently to what the spouses perceive as being a ‘proper woman.’ 
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Since gender is such a complex phenomenon, it ‘customizes’ people to be different on other 

grounds than just sex categories.   

However, because behaviors of gender inequality and inequity were primarily subtle actions, 

it also reflected the interviewees’ capabilities to recognize these interactions. Acker (2006, p.452) 

indicated this in her report, drawing on other research, that “practices that generate gender 

inequality are sometimes so fleeting or so minor that they are difficult to see.” Therefore, the lack of 

awareness of experiencing gender stereotyping or prejudices also prevailed from the interviewee’s 

point of views. For example, at the initial start of each interview, the women would deny any means 

of experiencing gender inequality. This negligence behavior can be defined as ‘denial of personal 

discrimination’ and is used as a shield against cognitive and emotional bias (Stewart & McDermott, 

2004). After digging deeper into their experiences, interactions and perceptions, the women would 

slowly admit or ‘subconsciously’ recognize instances where they did not feel comfortable or 

included. The scenarios directed to the assumption that the women were both unaware of subtle 

actions occurring in their surrounding and unable to recognize what constituted as potential 

causations leading to gender discrimination. However, in some instances, these hesitations to 

express the truth could also be due to the fact that they wanted to give their companies a positive 

image. Nevertheless, reflecting back on ‘visibility of inequality,’ this can also occur if women 

themselves don’t recognize the subtle actions revolving around them and instead go to the 

conclusion that there is no gender inequality or inequity in their daily lives.   

My theoretical finding that gender discrimination stems from minor actions of inequality 

and inequity which is caused by subtle discriminatory acts are socially constructed and therefore 

can be experienced by both sexes (male and female) and between both sexes (women to women) 

Due to the complexity of gender discrimination, it is not possible to specifically label what is 

gender discrimination and what is not. Instead, I assume that any interaction or confrontation that 

makes a women feel emotionally unstable or not complacent is experiencing actions that could then 

lead to gender discrimination. Therefore, my report indicates to the notion that gender inequality 

can occur in any context and amongst all people.  

5.1.2 Theoretical Finding Two  
2: Cultural differences between Denmark and China create tensions in regards to how 

women should balance their roles within and outside of the workplace. 

It is inevitable that throughout history, countries have established divergent cultural norms and 

values that stem from traditional assumptions and beliefs (The Hofstede Centre, n.d.). This implies 
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that countries carry unique understandings on how society should be shaped and structured. The 

identification of ‘gender’ is also imbedded in these societal expectations. As Järviluoma et al. 

(2003, p.3) explained, gender is a cultural category, which is culturally constructed through 

“describing and understanding human bodies and human relationships.” The socio-cultural 

possibilities relating to what it means to be a man and woman “vary enormously depending on 

place, period and personal situation” (Järviluoma et al., 2003, p.3-4).  

With this conceptualization, gender is interpreted and exercised differently depending on the 

influences of the particular culture, and the people, attitudes and behaviors imbedded within. Hence, 

due to the cultural differences between China and Denmark, clashes would arise in regards to what 

was deemed socially acceptable and equal behavior amongst women and men in management 

positions. These cultural clashes were reasons for why Danish expatriate women experienced 

tensions on interpreting what kind of role to act that would comply with the expectations of their 

surroundings. Specifically, how they should behave amongst their colleagues and subsequently 

amongst people in the external environment in order to obtain fair treatment and equality within a 

different cultural context. These potential role conflicts are discussed more depth below. I will 

briefly re-analyze the Chinese culture and thereafter how this influenced the Danish women’s 

experiences working there and the impact it had on their perceptions of gender equality.  

According to Hofstede (1984), China is characterized as a collectivist society. This is 

defined as a “social framework in which individuals can expect their relatives, clan, or other in-

group to look after them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (p.83). This implies that the 

societal expectations imbedded in China reflect a more traditional focus on how men and women 

should behave. Specifically, women should look after her household, and in return, receive loyalty 

from the husband. These social roles are important to comprehend because, as previous research 

explained, national cultures can also influence organizational behaviors, structures and values (Ali, 

2013; Hofstede, 1984). For example, an important realm within the Chinese culture is the 

construction of informal relationships in the social capital, or guan xi (Woodhams et al., 2015). This 

explains the salience of how informal relationships are imbedded in the social society, both in the 

private life and business environment. Without acknowledging this cultural attribute, it becomes 

difficult to engage in networking and forming personal bonds.  

In recognition of these cultural attributes, one realization that this research can contribute 

with in relation to gender studies is how the Chinese culture of collectivism and relationship 

building (guan xi) can support women in minimizing gender inequity or exclusion in some contexts. 
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Social role theory implies how stereotypical gendered traits embedded in social norms expect 

women to be sympathetic (Wood & Eagly, 2015), helpful and nurturing (Eagly, 1987), and 

caretakers (Stewart & McDermott, 2004). Normally, gender stereotypes hinder fair treatment and 

equal opportunities for women in male-dominating industries. However, aligned with the study of 

Lauring & Selmer (2013, p.526), these associated characteristics of women can have “a high 

influence on their attitudes to interpersonal relations that are generally highly valued in East Asia.” 

Since the Chinese business environment is structured on hierarchy, respect and relationships, the 

women expressed how they could benefit from the ability to provide a trusting environment built on 

transparency and relationships. This was especially evident with their Chinese subordinates. 

Ironically, the context where the most effort was needed to acquire trust and networks was amongst 

other expatriate men. Evidently, foreigners did not comprehend the traditional guanxi value, and 

therefore, this advantage was only exploitable amongst Chinese colleagues. It was further added 

that for some of the women, this was an advantage over the male expatriates, since the ‘male 

characteristics’ didn’t match with constructing relationships or trust. But in order to accurately 

inspect this phenomenon, further research on the male expatriates experiences and perceptions need 

to be conducted.  

Despite this advantage that women were given in comparison to men, what becomes 

questionable is to what degree these social structures (collectivism, women remaining in the 

household, guanxi) still remain and uphold in China and organizations. For example, two factors 

can be argued to have influenced the rigidity of the collectivist culture. The first factor draws upon 

Mao’s ethics of the Cultural Revolution (Zhang, 2003), which focused on creating a communist 

society where equality amongst gender was a priority. The second factor relates the globalizing and 

international influences in China over the recent years. Due to the economic boom in the main 

metropolitan cities in Mainland China (Shanghai, Beijing and Guangzhou) (Hutchings et al., 2008), 

the amount of expatriates arriving has increased and made China one of the main hob destinations 

in the world (HSBC Expat, 2014). Hence, this would suggest that more western behavior (i.e. less 

collectivism and lower power distances (The Hofstede Centre, n.d.)) has an influence on the social 

roles. Combined, these two factors should evidently provide more gender equality and opportunities 

for both Chinese and expatriate women. However, in reality, and in accordance to my perspective, 

the amount of influence hasn’t been powerful enough to change traditional social roles for women. 

Despite Mao Zedong’s attempt to equalize the roles in the Chinese society, these did not 

uphold after his death; instead, traditional female restrictions and barriers regained strength in 
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society. This is both explained through previous research (Zhang, 2003) and from the women’s 

explanations of how their organizational structure were composed, namely that none of the senior 

managers were women. This also complies with Woodhams, Xian, & Lupton's (2015) argument 

that receiving more western influence didn’t provide more opportunities for female expatriates 

because the Chinese culture is heavily imbedded in society. What this means is that the Danish 

expatriate women arriving to China carry western pre-assumption on how to behave and interact 

with people. However, being confronted with the Chinese societal expectations can cause clashes 

on how to present themselves; how much they should integrate into the Chinese culture and how 

much of their western beliefs and identity to maintain in order to be perceived equally.  

This imbalance in role construction evidently had an impact on the Danish women’s 

experiences in their work environments. They were faced with needing to present themselves as 

successful leaders in the organization, while simultaneously needing to be a mother and wife. 

Ultimately, this should not be a difficult role for the women. However, due to cultural differences, 

this did have an effect on the women’s experiences. Specifically, Chinese business environments 

required an exceeding amount of working hours in comparison to Denmark. For example, besides 

having late working hours, important meetings were also arranged after work hours, which proved 

to interfere with the women’s work-life balance. In addition, the meetings also predominantly 

revolved around ‘masculine’ activities. In this context, the main ‘masculine’ activities were defined 

as heavy drinking and inappropriate behavior. Therefore, because these Danish expatriate women 

were in managerial positions, they were expected to participate. This relates back to the notion that 

China is a collectivist society because if the women didn’t participate, then they were not proving 

their loyalty to the organization or attempting to build long-lasting membership with colleagues.   

Paradoxically, once the women were at the meetings, the male colleagues would treat them 

differently in comparison to the other men. For example, they were not recommended to drink as 

much or to stay as late (because they were mothers and should be home taking care of the family). 

Ironically, the women also explained how they were not necessarily interested in joining the 

meetings because they would rather be home with their families but only went because they felt 

obliged to in order to maintain relationships and trust. Therefore, I question on what is an 

acceptable role to portray as a woman in China because the current situation evidently builds an 

imbalance between expected and appreciated roles. What Woodhams et al. (2015) also found was 

that women who became managers might be confronted with criticism for not maintain their social 

roles (namely, being a mother and taking care of the household), for challenging their ‘gender roles’ 
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and for neglecting their family duties. As a conclusion, the women’s dual relationships with the 

organization and private life created complications because the Chinese culture places pressure as to 

how the women should cope with being different both in terms of nationality and sex-category.  

Due to socio-cultural conflicts, unconscious bias and sexism created tensions for Danish 

women in management positions and created moments of feeling both excluded, misinterpreted and 

judged for not complying with the social expectations of the Chinese society and organizational 

culture. Evidently, because ‘gender roles’ is imbedded in cultural category, my perspective is that it 

becomes difficult to tackle the problem of hindering these actions that lead to gender 

discrimination. Even though research explains that women are better than men in adjusting to new 

cultures (Koveshnikov et al., 2014; Stalker & Mavin, 2011), these studies fail to investigate the 

imbalance of social expectations that evolves amongst expatriate women in leadership positions. I 

would argue that gender inequality and inequity can evolve from cultural differences and the social 

norms, values and expectations imbedded within. Even though unintentional actions, due to 

misunderstanding of the cultural traditions, could spark feelings of gender inequality, which could 

lead to subtle gender discrimination (as explained above), it is nevertheless still stereotypical 

behaviors that make women feel misplaced and this, I argue, is a form of gender discrimination.  

Having discussed how cultural differences and social expectations on social roles maintain 

traditional gender characteristics, the next theoretical finding discussed draws more on the specific 

identity crisis the Danish women had. This was assumed to be primarily due to the traditional 

‘gender ‘roles, which could have led to forms of gender discrimination.  

5.1.3 Theoretical Finding Three  

 3: Re-producing the traditional assumption about the ‘ideal worker’ within gendered 

organizations causes identity conflicts for female managers.  

When the women were introduced with the idea of pursuing their careers in China, the overall 

reaction from each individual was that they were skeptical about certain things (like the cultural 

differences and language barriers) but were also curious and excited about starting a new chapter in 

their lives. As mentioned earlier, the women were either assigned expatriates or self-initiated 

expatriates and this had an influence on their emotional status of working in China, specifically in 

male-dominated industries. Therefore, in order to comply with the different organizational 

expectations and norms imbedded in the daily activities, evidence emerged that showed how 

identities were challenged. In general, the women were uncertain about the level of ‘feminine 
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characteristics’ to portray in comparison to the ‘male characteristics’ when representing themselves 

as a successful female manager.  

 I retrieved this information by deliberately asking the women what kind of characteristics 

they would use which described their management style and subsequently asked how this did/could 

change if they used their own individual identities. The objective was two-folded: 1) Investigating 

to see if there was a difference in how the women thought they should behave versus how they 

wanted to personally behave, which could lead to evidence portraying experiences of organizational 

pressure; 2) Creating an opportunity to potentially trigger into “a more subconscious level” and 

having them realize the implicit actions of gender stereotyping arising from the necessity to 

withhold their true identities when behaving like the expected manager roles. Evidently, this 

questioning style led me to predict that due to traditional gender stereotypes of being a man and a 

woman, the women were confronted with gender identity challenges. Specifically, the women were 

attempting to follow the organizational expectations of how to behave as a manager, which 

hindered the possibility to portray their true identities. When gender identities are challenged, it can 

lead to variations in an individuals emotions and self-esteem. Negative emotions and lower self-

esteem can arise when behaviors deviate from the expected gender identity (women being 

communal and men being assertive). However, by deviating from the stereotypical gender identity, 

individuals can feel pressured into redirecting to the traditional gendered traits (Wood & Eagly, 

2015) because of the criticism that can stem from challenging the societal norms (Morash & Haarr, 

2012). In accordance to the role congruity theory, the women experienced both descriptive and 

prescriptive bias (Eagly & Karau, 2002), which led to the women encountering double-binds 

(Denissen, 2010).  

Evidently, the reason why the women didn’t have a persistent identity that reflected both 

their management and personal identity completely was because of the controversy that would 

arise. Specifically, if they attempted to be a ‘strict manager,’ like their male colleagues, then they 

were perceived as an ‘ice queen’ and if they tried to follow the normalized gender characteristics of 

being a female (ex: listener, caring, communal), then they were seen as weak and unqualified as a 

leader. This demonstrates the double standards for men and women in leadership positions. While 

male leaders only needed to demonstrate masculine leadership behavior, female leaders are 

compelled to learn how to create a balance between masculine and feminine leadership behaviors in 

order to be perceived as an effective leader (Johnson et al., 2008). Evidently, these encounters 

support previous work on gender inequality (Acker, 2012; Butler, 2004; D’Enbeau et al., 2015; 
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Denissen, 2010), since the stereotypical leadership description reflects male characteristics and 

thereby hinders equal opportunity for women to reach top management positions. I would argue that 

this limitation stems for traditional gender policies and procedures that are recreated and 

implemented in organizations (Acker, 2012; Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011).  

 Evidently, societal norms construe how gender identities correlate to the organizational 

environment and positions held. As Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin (1999, p.206) illustrated, “people 

learn meanings about what it is to be masculine or feminine and then enact those meanings across a 

variety of situations.” Relating this specifically to organizational behavior, what can be argued is 

that society have used gendered meanings to create what is an as an ‘ideal worker.’ Acker (2012, 

p.218) defined this individual as “gender neutral, abstract worker.” The misconception with this 

illusion is that the ‘ideal worker’ replicates the masculine characteristics, relating back to the 

indication of what constitutes as a successful leader. What this implies is that men are automatically 

given an advantage when it comes to work because they have the right ‘characteristics’ that 

correspond to what organizations most evidently want. In contrast, women are automatically placed 

with the disadvantage of not being able to become an ‘ideal worker,’ since biological identification 

automatically hinders it and because women are illustrated as ‘mothers and wives.’ Over time, these 

words have come to relate to discourses of less powerful and more agile (Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 

1999). This then leads to the predicament that women will never be able to be given equal 

opportunities as men, regardless of their qualifications. Acker (2012) further confirmed that this 

differentiates women from men and portrays men as the real workers, since historically, women had 

the unpaid jobs, which left men to be unencumbered.  

  What I find debatable is to what extent these ‘male characteristics’ maintain the dominant 

traits when it comes to what constitutes as a successful leader. Evidently, gender is not a biological 

trait but instead individually constructed (Järviluoma et al., 2003). Hence, ultimately, arguing 

against social identity theory, an ‘ideal worker’ does not exist in reality because ‘male and female 

characteristics’ are forged assumptions taken from history descriptions of how they should behave 

in society. From a socially constructionist perspective, everyone constructs their own identities, 

regardless of sex-category. Therefore, when relating this to the experiences of the women, 

encountering gender identity challenges due to their double-bind identities was only exercised 

because organizations are still gendered and follow ‘traditional gender characteristics’ in daily 

activities (Acker, 2012; Wright, 2016). For example, reversing roles with husbands was perceived 

abnormal and going against the gender normative constructions of reality. This identification goes 
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further than ‘doing gender’ (West & Zimmerman, 1987) and instead relates to previous research on 

‘redoing gender’ (Connell, 2010; Morash & Haarr, 2012), where it was mentioned that women were 

challenging the stereotypical gender norms of being a woman. However, since ‘redoing gender’ is 

still a relatively new concept, it was evident that reversing roles and bearing a more strict 

management role created instances of gender inequality and stereotyping through wrongful 

assumptions and prejudice.  

As a result, the women were pressured into using more energy when developing their career 

opportunities, while simultaneously attempting to minimize gender discrimination. Otherwise, the 

consequences that unfolded included being stereotyped as the secretary or spouse, receiving verbal 

harassment (jokes) or being degraded as a qualified manager. If society didn’t regenerate 

stereotypical assumptions about the ‘ideal worker,’ then it could be assumed that women wouldn’t 

continuously have to be faced with prejudice. Even though these relate to unintentional 

discriminatory acts, the fact that women still reveal these instances as conflicting with their identity 

formations and representation, can confirm that gender discrimination prevails from stereotypical 

gender expectations within society. With this consequence, it draws on the complications of why it 

is paradoxical to be a woman and powerful (Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999). It also draws on the 

question as to how globalization, along with expatriation, could be potential mediators for altering 

these identification traits.  

In conclusion, since societies have reconstructed and continuously formulated how it means 

to be a male and female (Stets & Burke, 2000), this creates clashes with how women are expected 

to behave within organizations. Women are still confronted with the double bind of being either too 

strict or too motherly and are treated unequally and differently to men due to the illusion of ‘an 

ideal worker,’ which incorporates masculine characteristics. Evidently, this should not be possible 

because gender is socially constructed, which means that no individual is identical. But women are 

attempting to challenge these notions by reversing roles with their husbands and obtaining 

expatriation opportunities. However, I would argue that regardless of actions, without a major shift 

in the societal paradigm of gender identity perceptions, behavior leading to gender discrimination 

would continue to emerge in various contexts.  

5.1.4 Theoretical Finding Four 

4: Expatriation has differing effects on gender differences in comparison to remaining in the 

home country.  
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The final theoretical finding predicts that as a woman, expatriation also carries various advantages. 

Firstly, expatriation was perceived as an opportunity to enhance career opportunities and personal 

competences. This adds to previous research on female expatriation, which found how expatriation 

established a beneficial platform for women to achieve career growth and promotional opportunities 

(Haslberger, 2010; Janssens et al., 2006; Vance & McNulty, 2014). However, more importantly, in 

compliance to my research, expatriation for women was also interpreted as helping to minimize 

certain situations where they could feel gender inequality or inequity.  

Specifically, depending on different situations, the women would draw on and emphasize 

different aspects of their identity in order to apprehend a more beneficial position in the specific 

setting. This would for example be a meeting with their department, communicating with external 

suppliers or providing guidance to their team members. These identity discourses were mainly 

gender (flirting to gain attention, being ‘motherly’ and a mother, being a ‘strict manager’ and 

creating trust/relationships), their status (authority in organization) and their cultural backgrounds 

(being foreigners). These observation concur with the research of Janssens et al., (2006), who found 

that female expatriates can limit gender discrimination by interpreting and positioning themselves 

along divergent identities in order to empower their positions and gain more success. Moreover, 

according to role theory (Strauss, 1969 in Simpson & Carroll, 2008) the women would adopt their 

different ‘role masks’ in various social settings as a way to construct their sense of self in a new 

context. The Danish expatriate women encountered this when they were perceived as foreigners 

first instead of women, concurring to what Stalker & Mavin (2011) characterized as a ‘third gender’ 

identity.  

However, an important implication is that the advantage of being a foreigner does not 

directly leverage all women on a wider scale. Specifically, I would argue that for Caucasians from 

Northern Europe (the interviewees), this had a direct influence on how they were treated in 

comparison to other women from different continents. This relates to what Acker (2012) 

emphasized with intersectionality, namely that it creates more complexity to the notion of gender by 

intersecting other kinds of inequality processes. Therefore, in this regard, my research cannot be 

generalized to other nationalities of women because, in accordance to Acker (2012), being of a 

different race might increase instances of inequality due to the concoction of identities. Moreover, 

status/class also had an influence on the level of how women felt they were treated. This argument 

stems from previous research (Hutchings et al., 2008; Mathur-Helm, 2002) that proved how the 

higher ranked the women were in the organization, the more support was given by the organization, 
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which would lead to less perceptions of experiencing unfair treatment or inequality. Since all the 

women were in management position, it is assumed that their experiences differ from individuals in 

lower levels.  

Due to these implications, expatriation does not necessarily benefit all women but is instead 

contingent on the type of intersectionality individuals are presented with and the destination. 

Evidently, gender is the only identity that can be social constructed in comparison to class and 

nationality. Class is more dependent on the occupational status and how society ranks these 

positions, while nationality is something biological. Therefore, I would assume that expatriation 

experiences for women and how they perceive equal opportunities, gender equality and equity is 

dependent on their nationality background and current class/ status. However, the degree to which 

this is obtainable is not evident, and also, the degree to which these traits ‘mute’ gender is also 

questionable. Nevertheless, being a Danish expatriate woman did imply that they perceived more 

gender equity because of their identity formation.  

5.1.5 Summary 

The four theoretical findings mentioned above were drawn from the findings of the analysis. The 

objective was to provide new perspectives on how gender discrimination might occur when 

working as a Danish expatriate in the Chinese contexts. Overall, I argued that subtle discrimination 

was more evident than intentional discriminatory acts and but is difficult to interpret since 

discrimination is social constructed and therefore doesn’t have a fixed definition. Therefore, if the 

women hinted towards feeling excluded, being unfairly treated or being stereotyped, then I 

interpreted these as signs of gender discrimination. Moreover, cultural differences created 

challenges for the women in different ways. Since social segregation and expectations still 

prevailed, the women were confronted with challenges on how to comply with balancing different 

roles, which was caused by ‘double binds.’ Furthermore, due to historical definitions of what it 

means to be a man and a female, women were hindered from reaching ‘the ideal worker’ because 

the definition of ‘an ideal worker’ reflects masculine characteristics. However, this should not be 

possible since gender traits are social constructed and therefore, each individual creates their own 

identities, making everyone individualized. Finally, being a Danish expatriate women also created 

opportunities for minimizing the ‘gender identity’ as being a foreigner and having a higher status 

was sometimes indicated as being more important, depending on the situations. In conclusion, my 

research has touched upon different angles on the topic of gender discrimination and added to the 

studies of gender.  
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5.2 Recommendations 
This section combines the narratives of the Danish women as well as theoretical findings to provide 

various recommendations for how women could enhance their expatriate experiences as female 

leaders in China. Hence, I formulated two recommendations, one directed towards companies and 

the other towards Danish female leaders. Evidently, other options for integrating into the Chinese 

work environment as an expatriate woman are plausible. Nevertheless, these recommendations can 

be used as point of departure. Both of the recommendations will be explained in more detail below: 

5.2.1 Recommendation for Companies  

According to the women, the companies had provided minimal training and preparation tools prior 

to being deployed. If the women are not properly prepared, then this could have a direct influence 

on the quality of work provided, thereby affecting the company success. This is consistent with the 

work of Caligiuri, Joshi, & Lazarova (1999), who proved that the more support provided by the 

company, the better adjusted the women will be in the host country. Therefore, the companies 

should prioritize more of their resources on ensuring that the women feel comfortable in their new 

environments, taking into consideration the societal and organizational contexts. Hence, the support 

provided by the company should focus on: 1) Pre-departure seminars; 2) Cultural training (with a 

particular focus on gender issues); 3) Mentor in host Country.  

The first support mirrors the work of Owen, Javalgi, & Scherer (2005) who expressed that 

“pre-departure training in Chinese culture and business practices will enhance the likelihood of 

success of either a male or a female Western expatriate on assignment in China, because of the 

differences in the two cultures.” Pre-departure seminars should include the corporate culture in 

China, with particular emphasis on the traditional business activities (like long-working hours and 

after-work meetings). This connects with the second focus of providing more cultural trainings. As 

Sarah had expressed, gender perceptions and expectations are imbedded in the various cultures. 

Therefore, taking her perspective into account, if the companies provide a thorough training on the 

different aspects of the Chinese culture (e.g. that they are collectivists, yet value hierarchy and 

status), then they should also emphasize how the role of the women could be influenced by these 

cultural norms. Facilitating more focus on the gender stereotypes and inequality would also enable 

companies to make the issue of gender discrimination more visible and increase gender diversity 

within the company. In particular, this could in help in realizing the subtle gender discrimination 

that emerge.  
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 Moreover, companies should provide opportunities to receive help or guidance from 

mentors. The purpose of the mentor should be flexible both in terms of information provided and 

the duration. For example, in addition to Mandarin language training, these mentors could provide 

help with work environment adjustments, female-to-female support, and career opportunities, 

amongst other skills. Overall, a mentor would not only offers stability but also support for women 

on professional and personal levels.  

 Companies have multiple possibilities to provide guidance and support for female 

expatriates. This could especially be for mothers, as they need to learn how to cope with balancing 

the work intensification in the Chinese environment. Therefore, in addition to the expected 

‘expatriate package,’ companies should also focus their resources on providing extensive trainings 

and mentoring programs, which focus on the cultural and gender differences, and on personal 

adjustments. This would not only benefit the companies, but also increase the awareness of gender 

inequality within the organizations.  

5.2.2 Recommendation for Danish female Leaders  

China was illustrated as being overall accepting for foreign women pursuing an international career. 

What the Danish women primarily articulated was that, in comparison to other Asian countries (e.g. 

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan), China proved to be most open for gender equality and fair 

treatment towards local and foreign women in the workplace. Therefore, in accordance to the 

women’s interpretations, China was expressed to be a comfortable and suitable destination for 

Danish women managers. Moreover, various factors imbedded in the Chinese culture can also 

leverage women’s experiences, in particular, by acknowledging the benefits of stereotypical 

‘feminine characteristics’ as well as being a foreigner. As such, I would recommend women to 

focus on the two areas: 1) Utilizing the ability to build trust and relationships; 2) Understanding the 

importance of hierarchy and status.  

The women’s narratives each emphasized how being a western woman in China did provide 

some advantages in comparison to being a western man. This implies to the capability women have 

in utilizing their ‘feminine characteristics’ in establishing trusting relationships. Specifically in the 

Chinese context, the traditional norms and values correlate with the stereotypical ‘femininity’ 

characteristics of being perceived as communal, caring, and trustworthy. Chinese organizational 

behaviors are structured around long-term membership, or guanxi, and therefore, the more time 

dedicated to first forming trusting relationships, the more of an advantage it is for the women and 

the easier it will be for them to integrate and engage with the local employees. In this regard, I 
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would recommend that women utilize these ‘characteristics’ when integrating into the Chinese 

work environment, as it would also enhance their status and the way they are treated.   

Chinese organizational cultures also emphasize the connection between hierarchy and 

respect. Being an expatriate evidently creates an image of success, high qualifications and 

exceptional educational background. Therefore, regardless of management position, this 

categorization can provide women with more recognition, respect and fair treatment. However, as 

Martha also explained, this respect can as easily be given as it can be taken away again. Therefore, 

even though being a foreigner and having a higher position in China can leverage women’s 

identities, it is also paramount to be aware of how their interactions and behaviors can affect these 

perceptions.   

Even though gender inequality and inequity was evident in China, using feminine identities 

coupled with being a foreigner and having a higher position can provide advantages over men in 

certain contexts. These advantages are more evident in China than in Denmark since they leverage 

on the Chinese cultural norms of ‘guanxi’ and collectivism.  

5.3 Limitations  
Various limitations occurred during the research process that hindered me from generating a well-

rounded report. Evidently, the overall findings cannot be generalizable to a wider population, but 

only apply to a narrow scope of the report. Since this reflects the quality of the report, these 

limitations are explained below. I first explain the limitations of the report and then limitations from 

the methodological section.  

5.3.1 Report 

The limitations to the report draw on four main obstacles, namely the sample size, the time 

duration, the geographical distance and the locations used in China. These are explained briefly 

below.  

The sample size represented 11 Danish women expatriates in manager positions who were 

currently living or had lived in China. This amount is mainly due to limited time given for 

completing the report. Also, even though smaller sample sizes can facilitate more personalized 

conversations and information (Barnham, 2015; B. A. Thyer, 2001a), contacting more interviewees 

in different management position and working in different companies could have provided a more 

thorough understanding of gender inequality in China. Nonetheless, the sample pool I gathered still 

gave insightful and new information towards answering the research question.   
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 The geographical distance between China and Denmark also created barriers. Since some of 

the interviewees lived in China (Shanghai and Beijing) during the research process, the interviews 

were conducted over Skype. Moreover, due to time differences, and in order to align the interview 

with the respondent’s busy schedules, the meetings were assigned at 5am or 6am in the morning for 

me, which affected the fluency and professionalism in my voice. Not being physically present and 

sounding slightly tired made it difficult to properly introduce myself and make the women feel 

comfortable and secure enough to share their experiences, thereby limiting the truthfulness to their 

answers. I made sure to start each interview with a casual conversation in Danish to ease any 

possible tension. Also, these limitations were counter-balanced with the possibility to conduct face-

to-face interviews with other women who were currently in Denmark.  

The locations of where the interviewees resided in China were unexpectedly either in 

Shanghai or Beijing. These two metropolitan cities are very industrialized and more westernized in 

comparison to other major cities within China (Hutchings et al., 2008). This can imply that the 

organizations are more affiliated with working with foreigners and that there is a higher tolerance 

towards westerns outside of the workplace, thereby making interactions more applicable towards 

foreign women. However bias can arise on how the women feel they are being treated in China 

because only international cities are used in contrast to the more rural areas of China. Evidently, my 

results are hindered from being generalizable for China overall. However, it is argumentative that 

the majority of expatriates do only reside in bigger cities, and therefore, the report is still credible.  

5.3.2 Methodology 

The main limitations of methodology were the interview style, interview location and language 

used, which will be explained below.  

Since the method chosen was intended to acquire insight from the women’s personal 

experiences and knowledge about gender issues, I conducted in-depth interviews. Even though in-

depth interviews provide more subjective responses (Thyer, 2001b) and personal constructions of 

reality (Alasuutari et al., 2008), bias on the information could unfold from both the interviewer and 

interviewees. For example, ‘interviewer bias’ could have happened through my determined 

behavior and questioning style, namely giving probing and leading questions. This could have 

caused the interviewees to counteract these questions by giving response bias. Response bias can 

stem from their lack of knowledge on the topic of gender inequality, their feeling of insecurity or 

trying to answer direct questions on a sensitive topic (Deitch et al., 2003).  

 In addition, the location chosen for conducting the interviews is salient for establishing an 
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environment that will make the interviewee feel secured and content, since the location can 

influence the data collected and the responses given (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). The 

various locations consisted of virtual (Skype), cafes (around Copenhagen) and company offices. 

Each of these locations had disadvantages, like not being physically present or being surrounded by 

strangers or amongst colleagues (which both can hinder the willingness to talk truthfully). The ideal 

location would have been in their homes or in an isolated and relaxed area. Nevertheless, due to 

time restrictions, these environments proved to be efficient enough for this report.  

 Finally, another limitation was the communicational language used while interviewing. 

Since the women I interviewed were all Danish (like myself) it would seem most applicable to 

conduct the interviews in Danish. However, since the academic language was English, I decided to 

use English as the main language during interviews. Evidently, each women spoke sufficient 

English since they worked in international companies. However, as it was not their mother tongue, 

this could have hindered their capability of articulating themselves accurately. This implies that 

possible expressions or usage of words during the conversations could have had wrong 

connotations, as the meaning might be defined as something else in Danish. Hence, as a researcher, 

I could potentially have exhibited subjective bias when interpreting their stories. As a result, I 

attempted to maintain a reflexive perspective in order not to skew the answers.    

Several limitations prevailed while conducting this report both in regards to time and 

geographical barriers as well as the style of methodology. But this provides the opportunity to 

initiate further research in various ways. Hence, the next section will explain the potentials for 

conducting further research when using this report as the foundation.  

5.4 Further Research 
My research report has analysed if gender inequality is evident amongst Danish manager expatriates 

in a Chinese context. The report had enabled a glimpse of the possible challenges and advantages 

that these women individually faced when deployed to a new and divergent business culture. 

However, in order to enable more generalizability to the report and expand the studies of gender 

equality, several indications point to the possibility of furthering the research on gender 

discrimination within the Chinese context. Taking into consideration the limitations mentioned in 

the previous section, several suggestions for further research are explained below.  

 Firstly, a larger sample size of Danish expatriate women would provide a more concrete 

comprehension on how gender is practiced within the workplace as well as in different settings. 

Besides expanding the sample size, it is also salient to contact Danish expatriate women employed 
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on different levels within a company, in order to add more relevance to the credibility of the report. 

This would all for further understanding if behaviors leading to gender discrimination are more 

visible in lower hierarchical levels or in managerial positions, thereby potentially confirming that 

the higher status a woman has, the less discrimination they perceive due to having more authority 

and support (Ali, 2013).  

Moreover, drawing on the theory of how intersectionality influences gender organizations 

(Acker, 2012), this report can be used as a foundation to  support previous research on the aspect of 

‘foreignness.’ Specifically, being a foreigner was assumed to bring more advantages for the 

expatriate Danish women and occasionally shadow the identity of gender, which was consistent 

with the report of Janssens, Cappellen, & Zanoni (2006). Taking this into consideration, a 

comparative analysis between Danish expatriate women and Chinese women would create an 

opportunity to investigate to what extent being a female foreigner in China could minimize the 

perception of gender discrimination in comparison to being a Chinese women in the same working 

environments. This could simultaneously unfold other gender barriers that Chinese women are still 

confronted with.  

 In addition, the residential locations (Shanghai and Beijing) were sought to potentially 

manipulate the experiences of the women because these cities represented a more westernized 

image in comparison to other metropolitan cities in Mainland China (Hutchings et al., 2008). 

Therefore, since this was an unanticipated scope of the report, more focus could be turned to other 

more rural areas in China. Evidently, less internationalized cities would conform to more cultural 

differences than in Denmark. Interviewing women who work in these locations and comparing it to 

the current report would aid in analysing if a contrast prevails in how gender inequality is perceived 

due to locational and/or cultural factors.  

 Finally, the methodological approach of in-depth interviews was chosen to obtain a deeper 

insight in how the Danish women experienced gender discrimination in their diverse situational 

contexts. Even though this approach provided further clarifications gender inequality and exclusion, 

utilizing focus groups instead of individual interviews could establish more depth in their 

perceptions and deeper conversations. Specifically, this method “encourages discussion among 

group members, and this interaction tends to stimulate ideas that would not have been available 

otherwise” (Morgen, 1998 in Hartman, 2004, p.402). This could also encourage women to speak 

more truthfully and openly on personal issues or experiences due to the comforting environment of 

women in similar positions.  



Master	Thesis	2016	 	
	

Copenhagen	Business	School		 83	

 The report provided a contributing perspective on the topic of gender in a modernized 

world, through the analysis of expatriation of a specific nationality. But it also created a foundation 

for enabling further research on gender discrimination in the Chinese context. This could imply 

expanding the sample size of Danish expatriate women in manager positions as well as including 

women with divergent employee levels, comparing female Danish managers with Chinese 

managers, and comparing metropolitan cities with more rural cities. Each of these approaches could 

provide a more concrete or new perspectives on how gender segregation could prevail on different 

levels, locations and situations for expatriate women in China.  
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Appendix		
	

Appendix A – Transcribed interview with Sarah  

In order to maintain the anonymity of the interviewee and the company, certain areas have been 
censored, with the symbol: [censored]  
 
[Few minutes casual conversation in Denmark] 
 
Me: Okay, so firstly, what is your current position?  
 
8a: [censored] 
 
Me: And, so you have lived in China, you returned in 2012.  
 
8a: …12, yeah so it was 3.5 years from January 9 to summer of 2012, yes.  
 
Me: And had you been living abroad before that?  
 
8a: Yeah I had two postings. I did three years in Washington D.C. at the [censored] and then I did 
two years in Warsaw at the [censored] there. So in between Copenhagen. So that was my 
background before going there.  
 
Me: And did you personally want to be sent to China or how did that happen?  
 
8a: Yeah it happened, I was actually here sitting in this halls, I guess, in the same office at that time 
and then there was basically a position opening up a little out of season in Shanghai and I applied 
for it. That’s how you do, you apply most of the posting abroad and I had a discussion with my 
manager and with basically top management representative about this being a good idea or not and I 
don’t think they had too many people wanting to go actually at that time and so I applied for it in a 
regular procedure and then sort of that came.  
 
Me: Do you know if anyone else had applied for it? 
 
8a: Yeah, yeah. A number of people had applied. I don’t know how many. But yeah, a number of 
people had applied inside the ministry. It was a regular posting on regular…we post the jobs and 
there is an internal application process.  
 
Me: Was there a reason why you thought China would be interesting?  
 
8a: Yeah, I had been, at that time, I had been in Copenhagen for almost exactly two and a half years 
and so it wasn’t like it was urgent for me to go abroad again. It was not something we discussed a 
lot that this was up and coming and I needed to go. It could have been three years, four years, five 
years and then sort of you need to rotate but I had discussed also with my husband at home that I 
thought that China and Asia and overall Asia was interesting and China was particularly interesting 
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and I guess with my profile the way I had a profile and my experience I mean becoming [censored] 
in Beijing was not sort of an option. That’s a different kind of job and I was far to commercially 
oriented for that and then, at that time, and I figured out, you know, one way to go there was then to 
become [censored] General in Shanghai, which sort of gave me an opportunity to go inside and be 
part of Asia or China and then relatively attractive position. So that’s why I applied.  
 
Me: And, prior to going to China, did you get any preparation before, any trainings or workshops?  
 
8a: Yeah, very little. To be fair to the system we sort of changed that over time. But you know, the 
background is to give credit to the system that normally we always change position in August. So 
people get like, people will get postings this week. They will know where to go in August. So you 
will, you will have like a lead time and you will have then a series of preparation. Some are 
mandatory and some are more add-ons. But because I was posted there in January and applied in 
October and got the job in November and left in January, I got almost zero preparation. And I got to 
little and that was a fact but I got 35 hours of language training and my husband got 35 hours of 
language, Chinese, or Mandarin, and the kids got English for 35 hours combined. So that was it.  
 
Me: So did they ever, you being a woman going there, did they provide you any training on… 
 
8a: No, no. I am not sure we have, we might have I don’t know, I never tried any gender based 
training. We have all kinds of trainings you know, on consulate services, on trade, on security, on 
how to or what to do if anyone is killed or if there is a security terror accident or how to issue an 
emergency passport or something like that but I don’t think…I don’t know if we have people or 
women if they go to the middle east, if they get some special sensitivity training or I don’t know. 
Maybe if before hand, we used to have Danita for the foreign assistances programs. They used to do 
a lot more cultural training where it would have been normal to include that. I mean we are talking 
several weeks of in-depth training on Mali or Batswana or whatever, but those days are gone as 
well. 
 
Me: Do you think it would have been something you would have liked or something that should 
have been necessary?  
 
8a: Yeah, because I have never been posted outside a sort of western culture before. I was in much 
need of cultural background. I mean cultural was addressed while having the language training, sort 
of as a side affect, not intentionally. So I felt, especially being there after a while, I think yeah, it 
would have been nice to have been, you know, spend a week with someone who knew about China, 
I think. I could have looked it up myself but I didn’t, I had a full-time job here as well. So, and you 
are expected to take care of your job while you prepare for your posting. So it’s not like you have a 
lot of…I had been out there on a few business trips but other than that I never been to china.  
 
Me: And what about gender preparation?  
 
8a: No, none.  
 
Me: Would you have liked that or do you think that would have been necessary?  
 
8a: No, well overall culture. Overall culture and culture is, in culture you would include I guess, 
like a gender perspective, but china in itself a big, big, big country and there are also different 
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subcultures, so you could cover gender in Shanghai in particular but I think some culture would 
have been including maybe some sort of softer issues like gender and, and the simple way of doing 
things would have been good.  
 
Me: And you talked that, you mentioned that your husband and your kids also went too? Did you 
husband work while he was there?  
 
8a: Yes. Not for the first 11 months but then he got a job with a logistics, no not logistics, in HR 
actually. He came from logistics but he worked with a Swedish guy who had a Hong Kong 
company in Shanghai. So he used to leverage his own network basically, got some network and 
then that came into place that he got a full-time job on local conditions.  
 
Me: And then if we look more into China, If you can maybe just describe a bit your experience in 
China from more a gender perspective.  
 
8a: I mean I took, I guess after some time, I found out that whenever I had to go out and make a 
speech or meet the Chinese, it was always good to quote Mao and so you pick up a few of those and 
then one of those that I used was actually: “Women are half the sky.” That is a Mao quote that the 
women are half the sky. Showed the picture that he felt that should in theory, I mean it is in the 
interpretation that there is a gender equality. And then you get the smiles when you used that 
because as far as I know, I didn’t perceive gender as a big issue in China. But also I didn’t perceive 
it as a gender equal society. I think it is very male-dominated and it’s funny in the sense that you 
see male-domination when you meet mayors or vice-mayors and then all the way to the provincial 
level and to the federal level and they all have the same education and hair-style. And so there are 
very, very few women. But of course then I would meet women, I would meet the occasional mayor 
or head of one unit or protocol head of department. So you do meet women and you see them 
mentioned in magazines and there is a talk about female leaders but my own interpretation was also 
that, that the business style you have in China. The way that you do business, that the whole culture 
of drinking, smoking, womanizing, (womanizing it’s called I guess) with a lot of prostitutes, and 
where you really get into some areas of business.  That’s the business style. I mean it is not very 
gender friendly. So there is a traditional business climate in the way of socializing about people, not 
only people in power but definitely including people in power. That’s sort of I think, not 
deliberately, but at least very effectively excludes women. So I think that the exclusion of women in 
china is very different from lets say in the middle east, but there it’s really based on a strong 
religion and that is very different from China. There is no religion and so, there is not that excuse 
basically. But then you have other markers, other traditions, other cultural traits that really create 
the same, well not the same of course, but the same result that very few women are in power. And 
then you have the occasional beacons of women running business, online businesses or restaurants 
or real estate and being front-page reporter or whatever for china daily, Chinese media as well. So, 
so course there are the exceptional issues. But I didn’t see so many.  
 
Me: do you think, when you met these Mayors and these higher ranked, do you think they treated 
respectfully in terms of you being a woman.  
 
8a: Yeah. I never had, I never had any discomfort in being a woman in China. I mean I was 
standing out, you might say, they thought I was younger and they thought I was…, I am a little 
older now of course, they thought I was younger and a woman and they did comment on that: “Oh, 
you are the one and not your husband or the other one.” But Chinese are very polite and very 
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prepared. So when I come they know who I am, they have seen the pictures right. So it is not like a 
big surprise. And when you were at a dinner, they would serve me water or wine instead of Baijiu 
because they imagine that I wouldn’t be drinking as hard as they might. So they would drink with 
other men at the party.  
 
Me: and how would that make you feel?  
 
8a: I was mostly smiling at that and taking some wine.  
 
Me: Did it bother you?  
 
8a: No, not really. No, out of that I hate the stuff and it’s a very social context, it doesn’t really 
bother me. But it bothered me overall that so much business in China had to be done during dining. 
I mean, overall. But that was sort of their problem and it’s under heavy, but it’s also under heavy, 
what do you call it?, dismantling. It’s falling apart with the anti-corruption efforts and everything, 
it’s being pushed, its pushed backwards now. It’s much more, in Northern china, its much more in 
the poorer, rural areas. In shanghai, even, it’s on a decline, it’s on a decline. I am sure it is there, but 
it is on a decline, right? In the more, the more the economy becomes advanced, and 
professionalized and looks more like a western business culture, I mean they will graduate towards 
a more western style business climate. I mean, I can imagine. That’s my feeling.  
 
Me: I think so too.  
 
8a: It’s…but yes, I did have a lot of lunches and dinners and it’s a way, again it’s the cultural thing, 
that you…that is also where you showing the respect and politeness, that they serve you nice food 
and make sure you are treated well, not just get a cup of water and then leave. It’s also…You have 
to appreciate it also that there is a consideration in that as a gesture that I guess I also just 
appreciated and I love the Chinese food so, one good thing with another. And then I think the funny 
part is that of course you have these, when you then looked at our small [censored] and you look at 
the Danish companies, they very, not exclusively, but they overwhelmingly employ women. So I 
think it is of course, you would always say there is a generational issue but still when I was there, 
they go out and they hire a lot of women.  
 
Me: The Danish companies?  
 
8a: All our employees are women. 80%. 80% or something because there is more, they are better 
educated and they work harder.  
 
Me: Would it be Danish women or just Chinese women? 
 
8a: No, Chinese women. The Chinese nationals that we hire, the Chinese employees.  
 
Me: Its funny because other people I have interviewed said the same. That the women show much 
more effort compared to the men.  
 
8a: And I heard that from a lot of the Danish business people that they trust them more, they are 
more hard working, less spoilt of course. And I think that is interesting and then somehow if they 
reach a glass-ceiling or they don’t, what happens? Because you see a lot of them at that level, which 
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is of course not management level, but they do they go home, they get one child, they get back to 
work relatively fast, 6 months, and then you know they are not gonna walk back on maternity leave. 
And they got their parents to sit the kids, so there is a completely, there is a much more, you would 
imagine, a much more liberal space to advance your career. But I think you need to negotiate it still 
within the family. And there I don’t know what they need of objections or whatever.  
 
Me: Probably also depends where in China you are from.  
 
8a: Yeah exactly, and your background. And the whole family context I guess. But I should imagine 
that they will need to see a more…because they have things, they have that the culture and the 
regulation in terms of child, and now its opening, but they told me just last week that they had very 
little application for number two child; one million only since they deregulated it.  
 
Me: I have heard that even though they have opened it up, actually not a lot of people want to. Also 
cause of cost saving.  
 
8a: Yeah, it’s too expensive. So they sort of built a system that should, in its own sick way, help 
women do careers, yes. I guess also the way you get into university should be pretty gender neutral 
for the majority of people because it I a test, right, it’s not an interview, it is a test based on your 
score, which is…and then of course some people will bribe themselves into university but overall I 
don’t know how gender equality is when you look at University intake but it should be, should be 
quite neutral.  
 
Me: I can remember there were, yeah, still quite a few girls. But test does make it more equal, that’s 
for sure. If we look a it more on a personal level, when you, cause now you said you also lived in 
the States and Warsaw and Denmark, do you feel you personally had to change your role or your 
identity when you started working in China?  
 
8a: Yes, but…yes I did but I think it has a lot to do with the job. That when you get into, it’s 
cultural that is very hierarchically, hierarchical structured and then you come in and at that little 
universe which is the [censored], you are then the boss and you are the number one boss and they 
look at you and say: “Well you are the number one boss.” And then they expect you to behave in a 
certain manner and then I somewhat also to please everyone, acted like the big boss and then to a 
certain extent, did I then feel comfortable about that? But I think I was more, much more, I mean I 
could strongly feel that there is a, I came from a managerial position, here. I had a team here, a 
department of 20 people before I went to China. And sort of management wise, it is very different 
because they also expect something differently, that you don’t get anything in return. You don’t get 
the feedback, you don’t get the honest feedback; you don’t get the dialogue. They expect you to talk 
and then you talk, and then they go do. So it’s much more one-way and that was a big eye-opener 
because I knew so little about…That’s an Asian thing and I knew very little about it. So I had 
really, in the beginning, I was like: “Why isn’t anyone telling me anything? Why isn’t anyone 
telling me that I am making a mistake?” And then 6 months later they come and tell me: “Yeah but 
you said that you wanted it like this and this and we did but really, it’s a mistake.” And I said: 
“Couldn’t you have told me 6 months ago?” “Yeah, but you are the boss.” So that sort of…So I 
don’t think it was because I was a woman, I would say, I think it is because I was a manager in a 
different cultural context, and it would have happened to anybody. And then you sort of adapt, or 
that that in. But there was a lot of questions and it’s true. If I look back, I had kids, they were 6, 
when was she born, in 3, 6 years old, or 5 actually and he was then 7; 5 and 7. And they were small 
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kids, right? And then my husband was not working the first 11 months, as I said. He was really 
taking care of the home base. That they were questionable. They looked, they asked, they were 
curious how I made it work. How can I, you know, do a career job and then have a family? So I got 
questions about that and I got comments and it’s like: “Don’t you need to go home now, it’s late, 
it’s five. What about your family?” They were sort of concerned in a, you could discuss what kind 
of way, but they were sort of curious how we made it work because it was not a family, not like a 
model family. And it was just may this year, not last year of course, I was in Japan. And we had a 
dinner, we were out and met with all the Japanese and Korean colleagues. They were together at a 
shared meeting. We went for dinner and I sat next to some of the ladies, now were they from Korea 
or Japan? I think they were from Korea and then we had had food, and they wanted to say 
something: “Yeah, we think you are a role model because you are a woman and you were and you 
have career.” and you talk about I mean, they have seen me over a few years and because to them, I 
mean this was Korea and it’s very different, it’s very different of course in Korea and especially 
also Japan, it’s the same: you have a kid, you go home and you never get back into the labor 
market. And that’s different from China. But it is a little, there were some, you know, I was early 
40s and two small kids, how do you make it work? So that curiosity that they would never have 
imagined and asked a man.  
 
Me: And how did you react or feel when they stated these things to you?  
 
8a: The thing is, maybe I hadn’t thought so much about it. It was very natural for me. I have been in 
the [Company Industry] now, now it’s 19 years. And we have always been traveling with me, with 
my job. So it was, when we went to the US and we went to Warsaw and then to China, it was like: 
“Yes, my husband is on board, it’s a family decision.” But it’s what we do otherwise I would have 
to leave, right? So it’s not like I am not, I don’t see as special, as they would see it. And they never 
had, they had old men always before me, there was a series of very old men, or senior men and then 
it’s just never been a woman.  
 
Me: Did people also react the same way in the other countries that you lived in when they found out 
that…? 
 
8a: Yes but of course I had a different perception, I was a junior employee in Washington and in 
Warsaw I headed a team of 12 people in the commercial department but there was a deputy, she 
was a woman, there was a female [censored], you can say Poland is the same as China in the sense 
that it is a communist country, but in Poland you have of course religion and church, I mean, they 
were not communist when I was there in 2004 but in Poland, I think, in that former soviet block 
they had more, in theory also, more gender equality, right? They didn’t have the structures, again to, 
to promote them so much. But did I get a lot of questions? I had really small kids there. My 
husband didn’t work. I guess they thought that was weird, a little bit. They are much more curious 
about my husband. I get so many more questions about my husband: What does he do? What he do? 
How does he handle not having a job? How does he handle having a job and then he has to give it 
up? And his career and how does he do it? Much more than anywhere in the world. I mean that’s, 
but now I heard, yeah that’s how it is, but it can still puzzle me that they are so curious about that. I 
get a lot of questions on that.  
 
Me: Did foreigners and Chinese also treat you the same way, or do you feel that the way the 
foreigners, when they found out your husband wasn’t working, was there more reaction from their 
view?  
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8a: No, I don’t think. I mean when you get the foreigners in shanghai and maybe also in Poland, I 
mean the whole expat environment, it’s so stereotypical that one is of course the breadwinner, who 
makes the money, and the other follows. And you have examples of both. OF course there are more 
men working and then there is a traveling spouse and then the opposite. But it’s not , it’s also seeing 
the other way around, right? So people know how that works that one needs to go do the job and the 
other follows and take care of the…So that’s much more, okay that is expat life. It’s more, it’s not 
gender neutral. But it’s…I did have to defend myself I guess. People were more positively curious 
about how did I end up there and they thought it was positive. I had a lot of positive feedback from 
foreigners that I was great that we could make it work and have that experience.  
 
[Interrupted by personal phone call] 
 
Me: Then if you look at your role as a [Position], if you thought of three words that would kind 
describe your management style or how you behaved?  
 
8a: With three words you get a little bit of clique oriented I think. I think I tried to be, I tried to be 
fairly, what you call it, equalitarian, in the sense that I tried to treat, I deliberately tried to make sure 
that when I spoke to someone from trade department I would also talk with someone from the VISA 
department. And I would talk equally to one local employee as a posted employee. So I tried to 
bring down a little bit the barriers between like posts staff and not posted; The Danish and Chinese, 
that there at least was a signal that I was talking to everyone. And that was one thing. And then in 
reality, how it is perceived is different. And then I tried encourage, but I also had to give up on that, 
I tried to encourage some more, yeah, sort of social get togetherness across the departments or 
teams, also nationals, non-nationals; Breakfast meetings and dinners and get-togethers and 
Christmas things, and whatever. And with very little success. I mean there wasn’t a buy-in on it as I 
would have hoped or expected and also what I had experienced before, but that’s life.  
 
Me: Is that a cultural issue?  
 
8a: yeah I think so but it was two things that puzzled me, but I mean that is how it is. But if you 
would do a thing, you would have to start like on Friday at 2 O’clock so people could leave the 
office at four. There was no way on five, there was no way they would hang around for the extra 
hour. And if you had, like of course we didn’t have a lot of money, so you could not, but I could not 
ask people to pay 20 or 40rmb for something, I had to make sure the [censored] carried all the costs 
for something. That was sort of not mandatory but that was optional. I couldn’t have like if there is 
a co-payment, we will do a dinner together, there is a co-payment of 40rmb. The Chinese would not 
show up. So constantly thinking about how to do things and organize things that would not, in 
itself, bring barriers up between like nationals and non-nationals. And also accept that Chinese, 
sometimes Chinese wanted to go eat Chinese food and didn’t want us around.  
 
Me: So exclude the foreigners?  
 
8a: Yeah. And we excluded them from some things by talking Danish for example and then they 
excluded us by talking Chinese and doing Chinese stuff and yeah. And also, some of our missions 
in China, I don’t know if it is still open now, but I have of course seen it. But they had, I think they 
had snapchat only for the Chinese, where they were all on the same rate. The Chinese nationals at 
each mission, now they have opened it and everyone is in the shared pictures file but at that time it 
wasn’t necessarily, but it sort of ‘them and us’ kind of. But again, it’s not gender based I don’t 
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think. It has been there before and I couldn’t change it either. I guess. So, that was the style. I did, I 
tried also because it was mandatory also, to introduce something called ‘joint-local’ ‘local joint 
committee’ So if you have a certain number of employees, you need to this like local joint 
committee where you basically have, each group elects representatives and they sit with the 
management and you have an agenda and you can discuss you know the air conditioner doesn’t 
work or when will we have a social event or serious issues of colleague, or…I mean that is 
supposed to be like the ‘Danish SU chosen committee’ model. But we were that all at the missions 
above a certain size. And I think that was not extremely successful because you do something 
Danish and you end up with a structure where you sit with some Chinese and Chinese basically not 
being comfortable about speaking about sensitive issues in an open even whether it’s just five-six 
colleagues. They want to do that one-on-one. So that was maybe…I had to do it but I am not sure it 
was…we needed to restart it a couple of times. I think now they got it going. But it took a while, 
both sides to get used to the trust you need to have to make it run right?  
 
Me: speaking on these management styles, did you feel in this role that you were given, do you feel 
like…did you feel comfortable in it or did you feel there were some, maybe some more feminine 
traits that you had to hold back or that you couldn’t express because of your status?  
 
8a: Maybe more in hindsight you might say. Out there I do my job, I go in and I do it and there 
were also some management issues on a wide, China organization issues that were less fortunate in 
terms of creating a good working environment, overall. So I had some very stressful, stressful 
periods. Maybe combined with some other people on the greater organization. So I did have some 
stressful period and I think I had some serious issues with going into the office being cheerful and 
showing a good face and then on the other hand were sitting down and dealing with some financial 
and some personal issues that were less fun, basically right? Did I have to…but it was not like I 
would ever….I didn’t feel like did I want to break down in front of everyone, no. It’s not a gender 
thing but it can be difficult..no was it a female trait? No. No but personally I get very discomfort, I 
am not comfortable about comforting my staff. So, and that can be an issue but personally my 
management style is not very ‘sit here, cry on my shoulder’ kind of thing. And it’s not like I talk to 
people but it’s on a very professional level, I don’t get very personal. And since…but I don’t know 
if it is true. But if I have a more, if I don’t have a female, what is a female management style?  
 
Me: Usually like you are more open, or… 
 
8a: I mean I was very, very different from anyone they ever had. And that was sex, I mean my sex 
was different, but my management style was different and the way I did things was different. So, 
whatever made the difference, I mean I had a very good feeling about a lot of things going on and 
they wanted to change, it was really for something basically more structured and more open and an 
open-door and more fair way of doing things and also more open in communication about how we 
split the resources. They never seen the overall budget of the [censored] before. I showed the 
powerpoint: “This is our budget, this is how we divide it and you can see for yourself why we don’t 
have money for a new car or a new coffee machine.” I mean that kind of thing. They never had that 
information before.  
 
Me: Why do you think that is that you allowed it and the previous never… 
 
8a: I think that is a generational issue basically. And that they also don’t need to know. With the 
Chinese you keep them a little bit more in the distance, right? And I was then trying to get everyone 
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involved and on the same page. And being on the same team and that was one of the small tricks 
you could try share information and reach out.  But it was more of a role. I went into the office with 
more of a role, played a role. Because when you go to the Chinese ceremonies, you have seen them, 
you sit there, there is a lion dancing and you have a like a role: You stand here, you sit there, I go,  I 
do a speech, somebody translate it, then I go down, then I cheer. I mean you are in role very often. 
And much more than the time I am here, here I don’t perceive myself as playing a role as manager. 
There I played [Position] General. Or I played the top Danish guy more than…So it was more of an 
acting exercise than being here in Copenhagen. And sometimes you act because they expect that 
from you, or you can question later, who expects what of whom? But basically you get a manuscript 
and it says what to do, and then okay, you go along; you don’t question it.  
 
Me: That’s so funny.  
 
8a: Yeah, you know how it is.  
 
Me. Yeah, all the color, yeah my goodness. The bigger the better.  
 
8a: Yeah exactly. And then they put so much effort and money into making this a successful event 
and there’s the CCTV and there is something, something and then you just go do you thing right? 
And smile.  
 
Me: The platform and the little flowers thing in the back.  
 
8a: Yes, and then they shoot off a canon with confetti and yeah in rain or shine. Some things you 
miss and some things you think: “Yeah I don’t need another moon-cake.” 
 
Me: or Baijiu. 
 
8a: Yeah, or Baijiu.  
 
Me: So again, also now you have studied about women, how would you define the term gender 
discrimination if you were to explain it to someone, how would you… 
 
8a: In like a general not in a particular Chinese thing?  
 
Me: In general.  
 
8a: Gender discrimination, how to explain it?.. 
 
Me: It can also be an experience you have had in a Chinese… 
 
8a: Yeah, but discrimination I guess is more, for me, it’s more, it’s the systematic, closing your eyes 
through to talent. It’s a more systematic…no it’s more a systematic, closing your eyes to, to the fact 
that you know better. You know people in management today, they know that diversity pays off and 
is a good thing. And it’s more like…So discrimination is more that you close your eyes to 
something that you, you know you should be doing it and it’s more like, and you do it because it’s 
easier, it’s faster, it’s safer, it makes you feel secure that you work, whether you handle women in a 
certain way. And what you expect them to do as well. So discrimination is much less, to me, equal 
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pay and equal rights, especially when we are talking about our type of society, and much more, sort 
of the discomfort of handling these…you get out of your comfort zone if you need to handle it more 
systematically. We have it here, we have it big time in discussion here because our top management 
guy said, champion for diversity or gender equality, and we have a lot of discussions, we have long 
processes and we also finding we don’t have women, we don’ have a lot of women and that’s me. 
And you can go back, and not this is anonymous…but there is also, you know, I have also been the 
one, that’s been the one woman to legitimize that…I mean I fitted the profile but it was also very 
convenient that out of 11, I could be the 11th good being a woman, otherwise there would be 11 
men right? So now there were 10 men and one woman in top management or the top two chairs. So 
I also had that, I mean that is the only time you think “Oh, did I get appointed because I was a 
woman or because I had the qualifications?” and a couple of time I think I was lucky I maybe had 
both, right. But, it’s tough being a man in here in your mid-40s and that’s just tough because there 
is a lot pressure to get women to do management and then to get women to do abroad postings and 
how do we do that and they don’t apply, that whole discussion, we have a lot of discussions.  
 
Me: So you feel there is an initiative here?  
 
8a: Yeah, but it’s been going on, it’s been for the last many, many, many, many years I have been 
here. We have been discussing it and it’s just a little bit, and it goes away, then we talk about it a lot 
and then it goes away, and then it comes back up and now with this management, it’s much more, 
its much more out there, than ever before and more consistently, much more consistently, and it’s 
been reviewed every year, and decisions are made and more with that in mind. And like I have a 
deputy and when you have new…promote people, when you promote for certain positions, 
especially for what we call our deputy head of departments, you have to give in a man and a woman 
as candidates.  
 
Me: So, like you said, there is a lot of initiatives. How much is actually, like, how much is actually 
done?  
 
8a: Yeah we have like a diversity accounting sheet where you can see what has been moved over 
the few years. I don’t know where it is, but we do have it. So we do like l12-13-14-15 and how 
many percentages on top management, mid-management applicants, new announcements, new 
promotions, yeah.  
 
Me: I like that,  
 
8a: Yeah, but it’s also been more professionalized you would say, also in the reporting side. More, 
yeah. But still, me, I go in and I am 7% and then you add one and then we are…I mean, you don’t 
have to do a lot to tweak the percentages when you look at a small group of people. But of course, 
when you look at all our [censored ]together, what is it today, 26% or something like that…but I 
mean. But I am not sure, I think it is around that. And I think that has moved a lot over the years. 
But I can give you the numbers if you want to see them.  
 
Me: That would be interesting. Then if we look back again, if you were to, if another, for example, 
a [censored], was going to go to Shanghai, what kind of advice would you give her, being a female 
going to China?  
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8a: Well I mean for china, overall culture studies would be nice, what I would recommend anybody. 
Gender wise, I think a lot has changed out there. But I think I would seriously consider having a 
team, a gender-base team, not only woman also. I would make sure I would also have been on the 
team and men that could go with you into the meetings and pick up different things and go with the 
Chinese men out for the smoke, that’s another thing right? That they constantly, they smoke. And 
that’s still there. I mean I would want to make sure I had a diverse team.  
 
Me: Did you not feel you had that when you were there?  
 
8a: No, no. I don’t think I had. I had no, I didn’t even think about it, I didn’t work on it, 
intentionally.  
 
Me: So you mean there were no women?  
 
8a: there were no men.  
 
Me: there were no men?  
 
8a: No.  
 
Me: that’s interesting.  
 
8a: There is a lot of women at the [censored], I mean we had one, and he also learnt me a lot on 
about, you know, the in’s and out’s and how you do networking in China. I would have, I wish in 
many ways, a more diverse team around me. And then you would need to accept that you would 
need to build trust, also maybe on other parameters than you would normally feel comfortable with 
and that you would have to work hard yourself to build that trust because the Chinese man will not 
trust you, and he will be hesitant to trust, you and there will be a barrier and also sort of politeness 
barrier right? A woman…and I think you would need to, you would as a foreigner, in that culture, 
need to be the one reaching out and trying to establish that trust because you need, you need to 
make sure you have a team of people to trust that will tell you what is going on because you cannot 
trust on having everyone in a big room on a Friday morning over breakfast and asking: “Oh, so 
what is going on?” And then you get the truth or the whole picture. You would need to have certain 
informants basically, that you have that trust with.  
 
Me: Do you think it is harder for a woman to get that trust than it would have been for a man in the 
same position?  
 
8a: I am not sure, I also saw a few…we had a number of women in the organization as team 
leaders. Did they have a good trust relationship? Yeah, it just takes a long time to build up.  
 
Me: So you would say it is harder.. 
 
8a: I think it could be a little bit harder. I think they would be more suspicious of who you are and 
what you do and what your motives are because it is always in China what’s in it for me? What’s in 
it for me? And they would question what’s in it for her? What’s she thinking? What’s in it for her? 
And sort of overcoming that and talking about we do this for, you know, for Denmark or we do this 
for this, I mean it is a very big sell. And you have to invest a lot of yourself into that. And that could 
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be the dinners and go have a smoke or, finding some way of connecting with your Chinese staff that 
helps you build that trust. And I think there women are also more, yeah I want to go and have 
dinner with my family and you would need to just go overboard and have the dinners and have the 
bowling or whatever, Karaoke, KTV.  
 
Me: Did you also arrange some of these dinners or drinking evenings? 
 
8a: No, not a lot but I did go out. We had staff meetings and we went to KTV with th colleagues 
and you have to engage in that I think and go over, and show you, I mean it was fun, it was not like. 
But it’s a time thing; you need to invest the time thing as well.  
 
Me: Do you think that if you had arranged it that people would show the same initiative or?  
 
8a: yeah if I had paid for it, absolutely, I am sure. Now there are also other circumstances but that 
was definitely part of it. But maybe that is what you need to do. Basically make sure you have a 
budget for entertainment and in Denmark I can be manger here nine-five and go home right or 
whatever but I can go home and no one expects me to do receptions and dinners and take people 
out. They all want to go home to their families. And out there you need to especially women, right? 
And think women, we need to cross that line, and having that home front sort of free to be able to 
engage in also social activities because so much happens in China outside the office hours that 
that’s important. At least it should not be ignores.  
 
Me: now I am just curious if you, if you arranged to go out and drink Baijiu or something with your 
male colleagues, do you think they would go?  
 
8a: Yeah, I think. Not that I did it but it was more a whole [Company] thing we did, right? But 
yeah, I think they would.  
 
Me: Maybe also out of respect.  
 
8a: Maybe, yeah.  
 
Me: that’s actually it. If you have any other things you want to add or any questions or?  
 
8a: No, maybe not.  
 
[Casual conversation continues in Danish about report and experiences] 



Master	Thesis	2016	 	
	

Copenhagen	Business	School		 102	

Appendix B – Background stories of Interviewees  
Name (synonyms)  Background Stories of Danish Female expatriate Women  
Sarah  Sara is a mother of two (a girl and boy) and has a Masters degree that involved studies of 

gender equality. In the fall of 2008, Sarah noticed an ‘out-of-season’ job opportunity for a 
director position in China. Always having an interest in going to Asia, she actively decided 
to apply for the position and was given the job. With minimal time for preparation trainings, 
Sarah, along with the family, moved to Shanghai, China in January 2009. During the first 
11-months, her husband has been a ‘stay-at-home’ dad, and after that had leveraged on his 
network to find a human resource job. They stayed there for nearly four years and returned 
to Denmark in the summer of 2012. Sarah’s kids had not been happy about returning to 
Denmark, as they had to leave their friends and easy life behind. However, the compromise 
had been to get a pet dog for the family. Prior to expatriation in Asia, Sarah had previous 
international experience through the same company, namely three years in Washington D.C 
and two years in Warsaw, Poland. Therefore, she already had knowledge of working abroad 
but not within Asian cultural contexts.  

Jane  Jane is 28 years old. She completed her masters within International company development 
in Denmark.  Before moving to China, Jane worked as a project manager within the IT 
department. Her first encounter to international work experience was when she got assigned 
a ‘one-year post’ as project manager in Shanghai, China (the task was to build new 
factories). Jane had been approached by her former manager in Denmark and asked if either 
her or another woman had been interested in this position in the Chinese subsidiary. Since 
Jane had never worked abroad before, she was keen on taking such an opportunity and 
therefore answered: ‘Yes, I would like to go.’ For her, the destination had not played a major 
role and had only chosen China because that was the given option. However, Jane had 
ironically written her master thesis on the legal issues of the current company in China and 
therefore could leverage on the cultural knowledge gained through these studies. Moreover, 
Jane was happy to be able to bring her husband along with her, and because he did not work 
during their expatriation, he was able to take care of all the daily necessities. Jane found this 
very rewarding and convenient while she worked. Upon her return to Denmark in the end of 
2015, Jane was promoted to global project manager.  

Pernille  Pernille currently works in the Shanghai subsidiary within the internal advertising agency 
department. Along with her team, she tries to analyze how the Chinese product development 
works and what they can learn from the China. Prior to being relocated in China, Pernille 
had a keen interest in pursuing an expatriate position, desirably in a country where she 
would be culturally challenged and prosperous job opportunities. Therefore, when she 
searched on the company internal job portal and found the position, she had a few talks with 
colleagues, considered the possibilities, and then finally decided to apply. Receiving the job 
meant that Pernille would experience her first official international job assignment. She had 
been living abroad around 20 years ago during her study exchange semester in Israel but not 
in relevance to work. She has also travelled extensively, both for leisure and also for her job. 
When she moved to China, she brought along her husband. They discussed and 
compromised a division whereby she works and he would work on his freelance project at 
home as well as maintain to the daily chores. They both enjoy living in China, and will 
reside there for around another year.   

Amalie  Amalie decided to take a ‘pause’ from her former job to join her husband in going to 
Shanghai, China. They had both been seeking to pursue international work assignments and 
therefore decided to grasp this expatriation experience in China. However, Amalie was not 
interested in being a ‘house-wife,’ or the spouse that follows her husband. Instead, being 
career driven and looking for new job opportunities, Amalie immediately applied for a 
project management position in a multinational company and received the job a few months 
later. She worked in the same company as her husband, but in a different department and 
floor. She managed to work in that position for precisely two years before her and her 
husband returned to Denmark. Upon her return to Denmark, she was reallocated into her 
previous job due to convenience and personal matters. However, she was happy to return to 
Denmark but also misses both Shanghai and living abroad.  
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Eline  Eline has had multiple experiences being abroad, both in terms of study exchanges and 
working experiences. She completed a double degree from Copenhagen Business School as 
well as did two exchange semesters in Mexico and China. Moreover, she has worked in 
Mexico, Switzerland and Malaysia. Each destination was pursued through actively searching 
for job offers, and not through a company in Denmark. Therefore, when she found the job 
offer in China, she believed the position sounded interesting and decided to apply. She is 
now been the marketing manager for a company in Shanghai for nearly a year. Being there 
independently, she is very flexible and open-minded about the duration of her stay. 
Currently, she really enjoys living in Shanghai and feels there so many things to do and see 
and therefore, could see herself living there for another few years.  

Kate  Kate is a mother of two very young children. She first got the incentive to move to China 
when she was personally approached by her manager and asked if she would be interested in 
reallocating to Beijing as the project director. Seeing it as a big and exciting adventure, Kate 
accepted the offer despite having never been to Asia and had never lived or worked abroad 
before. The only relative relation she had to China before deployment was working on 
various bigger projects with the subsidiary office.  However, nearly two years ago, Kate, 
along with her husband and kids, embarked on their first big journey. Her husband had quit 
his job in Denmark and was now a ‘stay-at-home’ dad, supporting both her and their kids. 
Since they live in an area where there are other ‘stay-at-home’ dads, her husband enjoys his 
free time in China and can focus on leisurely activities. Overall, Kate feels that being an 
expatriate in China has not only been a great experience but also enabled her to learn a lot.  

Trine  Trine has a master degree in Dairy science and technology from Danish agricultural 
University in Copenhagen. She has already lived broad twice: one year in the United States 
before her bachelor and one year in France during her masters. However, she had never 
worked abroad before or had been to China before accepting the position in Beijing. During 
her professional career, she had decided to take a break from Denmark and pursue other 
paths, which led her to enroll in a coaching degree from Canada and worked as a consultant 
and teach. This experience made her realize that she was more interested in working with 
people than the technical part of a company. The position in China (Head of Technology) 
was more fixated on the people. She had personally been contacted for the position, and 
after some heavy pros and cons thinking, she took the offer, which entailed starting up a new 
section within the subsidiary.  The position itself was initiated while Trine was still in 
Denmark, and within the first week, she traveled to China to meet with her prosperous 
colleagues. Within a few months, she moved there permanently and has now been working 
there for over three years. She thinks the expatriation experience has been very interesting 
and as such, once her contract ends, she would like to continue the expat journey to other 
destinations.  

Martha  Martha has an extensive amount of experience and expertise within the Chinese culture. Her 
first encounter with China was during her masters in Scientology and Business economics, 
with a major in Chinese in Copenhagen. In 1990, she did an exchange semester in China, 
where she also met her husband. She returned once again in 1994 to write her master thesis, 
and in 1995, she returned to China, Suzhou, (along with her Husband and two babies) and 
worked for a Danish company until 2007. They then returned to Denmark and worked for 
their current employer till 2012. In 2013, her husband and her accepted two job offers in 
Shanghai within the same company. The first position in Suzhou was not through a company 
deployment, but had been found through personally searching after graduation. In contrast, 
her current position as finance director is an expatriate position, which means the home 
country provides the full service of integration for the family (healthcare, schooling, 
housing, etc). She has now been living in Shanghai for over a year with the whole family. 
These vast experiences have enabled Martha to speak fluent Mandarin Chinese.  

Connie  Connie has a master’s degree in Architecture at the Royal Academy of Arts in Copenhagen 
as well as 10-years of leadership training through the Egmont program. Through her studies, 
she studied one year in France and one semester in Germany. Her previous job had her 
traveling around in primarily Europe for week every month for five years. However, her 
expatriation experience in China began when the company invested in a Chinese company 
and was looking for someone to take the position as executive producer (building a 
completely new department with a focus on the Asian market). Accepting this job, Connie 
was required to constantly move around Taipei (Taiwan), Suzhou and Shanghai (China) 
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from 1996 to 2001, where she finally resided in Suzhou. This enabled her to form basic 
skills within the Chinese language, in addition to her fluency in Danish, English, German 
and French. Being independent gave her the possibility to be very flexible in her prosperous 
and personal decisions. Therefore, after continuous mobility, she returned to Denmark and 
started her own consultancy company in August 2015.  

Lea  Lea has an extensive international background. She completed two academic degrees in 
Denmark and California within Political Science. While in California, she met her American 
husband and together, they moved to Peru and worked there for over three years before 
returning to Denmark. This has enabled her to speak Spanish, English, German and Danish 
fluently. In 2005, her husband had received a job offer in Shanghai and together, they 
moved to China. Being career driven, Lea applied and received within three months a job 
position as office manager in a Danish company. However, after five years, she got a 
position as recruitment manager within another international Company. They remained in 
China until 2014, where they then decided to return to Denmark. She had really enjoyed 
living in Shanghai, with all the new cultural experiences and friends.  

Beth  Beth has previous experience working in an Asian culture when she did an internship in 
Hong Kong. After the internship, Beth returned to Denmark to complete her master degree 
in Culture & Business in Copenhagen. She worked in Denmark for three years before 
pursuing an international career.  Her former employer approached her with an opening 
position as general manager in Shanghai. After a lot of consideration and discussions, she 
finally decided to apply (and was given the post) for the job, which required Beth to start up 
a completely new business unit in China. She moved to Shanghai in 2008 and worked for 
the company for three years. However, being an independent and career-minded woman, she 
decided to pursue a different career path. With her basic knowledge in Mandarin and her 
previous experience living and working in China, Beth decided to establish her own 
company, which would trade products between Denmark and China. This job does not 
require Beth to reside in China and therefore she returned to Denmark in 2012. However, 
she continues to fly to China around every two weeks.  
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Appendix C – Thematic Analysis Guideline  
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- Perceived as secretary and 
spouse  

- ““…perception of that you 
are the wife” 

- Feeling lonely  
- Flirtation  
- Companies not complying 

with promise to focus on 
diversity at corporate level  

- Excluded and judged by 
spouses  

- Feeling implicitly excluded 
by employees and 
expatriates  

- “Don’t you need to go 
home now?” 

- Verbal harassments  
- Alpha-male expatriate 

groups  
- Making fun of for being 

‘stay-at-home-men’ 
-  “…a different treatment or 

perception” 
- “so you don’t bond as 

much…” 
- No ‘gender-neutral’ 

environments 
- Finding comfort with 

similar groups  

Subtle	gender-
based	

discrimination		

	
	
	

‘Lack	of	awareness’	
(subconscious)		

Unfair	treatment		

Sexism		
	

	Social	segregation	

Gender	Stereotype	

Less	participation	
ability	
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- “I am very friendly, quite 
motherly.” 

- Being called ‘ice queen’ 
- “like a ‘female father 

figure’” 
- Hinderance to using 

feminine characteristics  
- “I played the top Danish 

guy more” 
- “they just assume”  
-  “To avoid these gender 

discriminations is basically 
to forget you are one.” 

- “gender question is very 
much a personality issue.” 

- “I always wear suits and 
always keep my hair back” 

- “…is the opposite for me.” 
- “I may make the purchase 

in this” 
- “…this female tendency” 
- Being the ‘breadwinner’ 

and the husband being 
‘supporter’ 

Cultural	
differences	
create	gender	

clashes		

	
	
	

Societal	norms	and	
expectations		

Exclusion		

Work-life	balance	
challenge	
	

Gender	segregation	

- “in China you probably 
start with the respect where 
in Denmark you have to 
earn it.” 

- Masculine gestures  
- “Oh my god!” It’s too 

much almost”   
- “really feel a difference.” 
- Work intensification 
- “The work hours are very, 

very long.”  
- After work meetings  
- Heavy drinking activities  
- Language barriers  
- One-way communications  
- Being the “big boss”  
- Not being heard during 

conferences  
- Not be taken seriously as 

managers  
- “very effectively excludes 

women.” 
- “…a little bit more 

difficult.” 
- Collectivist society and 

Mao Zedong ethics 
 

Physical	
appearance	

Management	role	
conflict	

Reversing	roles	

Challenge	for	
being	the	‘Ideal	

worker’		

Power	distances	
and	hierarchy	

Personal	conflicts		
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-  “I do carry more stars, so 
to speak.” 

- “foreign aspect still gives a 
little bit of benefit for being 
a woman” 

- “foreigners are treated 
different than local 
people.” 

- Self-initiated expatriation  
- Creating their own 

departments or companies  
- Relationship building 
- “…generally women are 

very good at..”  
- “…read the body 

language” 
-  Seeing opportunities to 

enhance their portfolio 
- Creating trust with 

employees 

Career	
opportunities		

‘Feminine	
Characteristics’	

Multiple	identities		

Intersectionality	

Expatriation	
creates	

advantages	for	
women	in	
China	


