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ABSTRACT 

We employ Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Feminist Post-structuralist Discourse Analysis 

(FPDA) to analyze interviews with chefs in Norway and Denmark. We isolate four key contradictions 

in the ways that the chefs we interviewed describe gender relations, harassment, and leadership 

dynamics in the restaurant industry. They all talk about the need for a more diverse and collaborative 

workplace environment, but they do so in ways that highlight the persistence of an individualized, 

competitive, and masculinist discourse about gender and leadership dynamics in the kitchen. While 

these contradictions can certainly contribute to the perpetuation of toxic kitchen cultures, we draw on 

Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) to explain how, under the right conditions, they can also enable 

the emergence of new and more positive ways of interacting and working together. We argue that if 

chefs want to cultivate more adaptive ways of addressing gender dynamics and harassment, they 

would need first of all to recognize these contradictions and to acknowledge their role in perpetuating 

them. In line with CLT, we conclude that embracing and exploring these contradictions can contribute 

to the emergence of an adaptive space for the transformation of gender, diversity, and leadership 

dynamics in the kitchen. Where the role of sex and gender is found underexplored in organizational 

studies, we contribute by adding a gendered lens to CLT.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

“I think the line is very difficult to find. Our industry has been very masculine-driven, and to suddenly 

have these conversations about just behaving nicely and not for example slap anyone’s ass, everyone 

is like: well that’s what we always have done, now I don't know what to do”(#7, 2021). 

 

Even before the #MeToo movement, many different industries and sectors had begun taking measures 

to diminish gender inequality and sexual harassment in the workplace. While the restaurant industry 

may have come late to the table, the long history and continued prevalence of issues and incidents 

have encouraged a number of industry members to react strongly (Albors-Garrigos, Haddaji & 

Garcia-Segovia, 2020; Askanius & Hartley, 2019; Haddaji, Albors-Garrigos, & García-Segovia, 

2017; Harris & Giuffre, 2010; Pedersen, 2020). Many different industry stakeholders now openly 

discuss previously unknown, commonly accepted, taken for granted, and conveniently ignored 

incidents of harassment and adverse practices connected to gender and diversity (Askanius & Hartley, 

2019). Nonetheless, what many describe as the masculine work environment within restaurants, and 

especially within chefs’ kitchens, appears to resist meaningful change, to the point where many have 

concluded that these issues are structural and intractable (Harris & Giuffre, 2010; Kimmel, 2000; 

Lorber & Farrell, 1991). Hard evidence supports such conclusions: sixty percent of women surveyed 

recently by the Danish culinary school reported instances of sexual harassment or assault (Andersen, 

2019). Across the restaurant industry, women still receive twenty-seven percent less pay than men 

for comparable work (Warming, Precht, & Oxlund, 2019). 

 

For these reasons, studies have characterized the kitchen as a masculine place with an entrenched 

tradition of hierarchical, command-and-control leadership (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008; Ferguson, 2004). 

Statistically, professional kitchens remain dominated by men, with notably higher percentages of 

male chefs and cooks (Datausa, 2021). These gender statistics have slowly started to balance out as 

more and more women have entered professional kitchens (Datausa, 2021). This trend has contributed 

to a new disequilibrium in the previously dominant patriarchal system of kitchen cultures (Johnson, 

1990; Lorber & Farrell, 1991) The chefs we interviewed report a general decline in actual violence, 

for example, which of course they consider an indication of increasing working life quality in the 
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kitchen (#1; #3; #4; #5; #6; #8; #10, 2021). Nonetheless, statistical evidence places incidents of 

harassment in kitchens at consistently higher levels than in other professional workspaces (Lu & 

Kleiner, 2001). And those we interviewed speculated that psychological harassment may be picking 

up where physical harassment leaves off (#4; #5; #7; #11, 2021).  

 

This context provides the backdrop for the current study. We analyze interviews with chefs in Norway 

and Denmark to isolate four key contradictions (which we introduce in the following paragraph) in 

the ways they describe gender relations, harassment, and leadership dynamics in the restaurant 

industry. The chefs we interviewed all talk about the need for a more diverse and collaborative 

workplace environment, but they do so in ways that highlight the persistence of an individualized, 

competitive, and masculinist discourse about gender and leadership dynamics in the kitchen. While 

these contradictions both reflect and contribute to the perpetuation of toxic kitchen cultures, we draw 

on complexity leadership theory (CLT) to explain how, under the right conditions, they can also 

enable the emergence of new and more positive ways of interacting and working together. We argue 

that if chefs want to cultivate more adaptive ways of addressing gender dynamics and harassment, 

they would need first of all to recognize these contradictions and to acknowledge their role in 

perpetuating them. In line with CLT, we conclude that embracing and exploring these contradictions 

can contribute to the emergence of an adaptive space for the transformation of gender, diversity, and 

leadership dynamics in the kitchen.  

 

We conducted and analyzed interviews with chefs and key restaurant industry stakeholders in an 

interpretivist manner and through a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Feminist Post-structuralist 

Discourse Analysis (FPDA). The adoption of this methodological approach is central to this project 

because it allowed us to view existing leadership theories from a novel perspective. As we analyze 

the chefs’ interpretations of gender diversity, harassment and, leadership in kitchens, we became 

intrigued to find that their comments kept circling around four key contradictions: 
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1. First, the chefs we interviewed said they welcome women colleagues and femininity in the 

kitchen. However, to make this point they often drew on a masculinist discourse that promotes 

the assumption that women chefs need to behave more like men in order to achieve success 

in the kitchen.  

2. Second, the chefs we interviewed said they have established clear rules regarding workplace 

environment and behavior toward others in their kitchen. But the jargon they employ often 

implicitly breaks or undermines those same rules.  

3. Third, the chefs we interviewed stress the importance of collaboration in the kitchen. But they 

wrap the notion of collaboration in terms of individual achievement, competition, and 

meritocracy that reinforce a predominantly masculinist discourse.  

4. Fourth, the chefs we interviewed claim to know what good leadership is. But the ways they 

talk about actually exercising leadership often contradict or depart from those ideals. 

 

These contradictions highlight the persistence of masculinist discourses and command-and-control 

assumptions about leadership within the restaurant industry. And the persistence of these dynamics, 

despite efforts to change them, and despite the conviction of some industry stakeholders that they are 

not a problem, points toward the complexity of gender relations and leadership dynamics, even in 

small to medium-size enterprises such as fine dining kitchens. For this reason, we use complexity 

leadership theory to analyze and understand the contradictions we uncovered in our interviews. And 

we draw from CLT to suggest how this state of affairs might change.  

 

In order to delimit our investigation of gender, diversity, harassment, and leadership dynamics in the 

restaurant industry, we have focused on ‘fine dining’ as chefs in this category experience immense 

pressure both externally by stakeholders, but also internally from themselves in how they put in great 

effort to build their career (All interviews, 2021). As our interviews proceeded, we developed the 

hypothesis that the pressure that came from this performance culture and its leadership dynamics 

affected gender diversity and harassment in kitchens. Fine dining provides a more luxurious 

experience for a higher price than casual dining. Fine dining provides full service (Hwang & Ok, 

2013), where we argue the luxury aspect of fine dining puts another layer to the pressure. Further, we 

delimit this project by mainly investigating Norwegian and Danish chefs with a few exceptions. 

However, all of the chefs seem to have had multicultural and international experiences both by 
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working abroad and having non-native chefs as part of their team, in which this thesis’ perspective is 

international. 

 

Further, this thesis is a product inspired by an initiative called Bowline—a small group of chefs, 

restaurant owners, scholars, and others that emerged as a reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

According to the group’s website, “Bowline brings chefs, restaurateurs, and other industry 

stakeholders together with academia to strengthen ties, share knowledge, and help the restaurant 

industry respond to present as well as future challenges” (Bowline, 2021). Our thesis supervisor is a 

founding member of this group, which was why we were able to (virtually) attend two workshops 

that Bowline conducted on gender and harassment in collaboration with the Copenhagen restaurant 

school in the fall of 2020. As we got in touch with this network gender diversity appeared as an issue 

also connected to the pandemic as women have faced greater risks during this period (UNDP, 2021). 

 

Until about twenty years ago, management and organizational studies have commonly excluded 

differences between gender as a variable that influences organizational processes, leaving current 

leadership literature with an androcentric perspective (Wilson, 1995, as cited in Bryman, Bell, & 

Harley, 2019; Ford, 2006). Ford (2006) pointed out how persisting discourses privilege trappings of 

masculinity in a way that undermine the feminist voice in the body of organization and management 

theory, and thus imply that management workers are male with the following stereotypic masculine 

traits. While scholars like Ford have opened up the study of gender relations in organization and 

leadership studies, the persistence of masculinist discourses and modes of interaction call for 

continued study—just as in the restaurant industry, the problem has not simply gone away. For this 

reason, taking on the role of feminist researchers, we delve into this leadership study with a gendered 

lens to bridge this gap in leadership theory. 
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1.1 Research questions 

Research on the topic of gender diversity and harassment in the restaurant industry is relatively 

limited (Ram, Tribe, & Biran, 2016), and even more so from a feminist perspective. By exploring 

chefs discourse about how the issues are interconnected with leadership dynamics, we address in this 

research project the following two research questions: 

 

RQ1: What do contradictions in the discourse chefs use to talk about leadership, gender, and 

harassment in their kitchens reveal about leadership dynamics and tensions in the restaurant 

industry?  

 

RQ2: How can complexity leadership theory help explain the role of these contradictions and tensions 

in perpetuating gender imbalances—but potentially also in enabling the emergence of more adaptive 

gender and leadership dynamics in the kitchen? 

 

1.2 Thesis structure 

To answer our research questions and proclaim our argument, we structure the order of this paper into 

six different chapters:  

 

● Chapter 1 has until now introduced the purpose and the problem in which this thesis has its 

offspring. We explain why we are exploring the topic of gender diversity and harassment in 

kitchen cultures as a leadership issue. This chapter further gives a presentation of our findings, 

arguments, and how we arrived at these. We also provide crucial definitions as a means of 

laying a base of common understanding for the reader. 

    

● Chapter 2 outlines the methodological framework for our study and our reasoning behind 

these choices. We present research philosophy, research design, research methods, as well as 

limitations and biases. As we depict how we have conducted research and our philosophical 

stance, we demonstrate how the production of knowledge appears through this thesis.   

 

● Chapter 3 consists of a literature review that constitutes our theoretical foundation. As we 

investigate leadership dynamics by looking at the discourse of gender and harassment in 

kitchens, previous research on kitchen cultures including gender diversity and harassment in 
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kitchens, as well as a selection of leadership concepts, lay the basis to which this thesis will 

contribute. We here provide the reader with an understanding and overview of the status 

regarding the topic in kitchens and insights into the concepts we use to explain the 

phenomenon.  

 

● Chapter 4 presents our empirical findings through data analysis. Our data is first carried out 

through a teaching case we wrote based on our interviews. Through this, we sought to portray 

a narrative close to the reality our interviewees described for us. It is also depicting the 

relevant perspectives building up to the contradictions in chefs’ statements we found. 

Following the case, a supportive analysis will enlighten the contradictions’ existence and 

impact further and justify both the content from the case narrative and findings based on our 

interviews.  

 

● Chapter 5 contains our discussion which addresses implications of the contradictions in 

chefs’ statements in terms of leadership dynamics in the kitchen.  We suggest how the 

contradictions persist because gender relations and leadership dynamics in kitchens are 

complex. We also suggest how chefs can, under the right conditions, confront the 

contradictions by acknowledging their role in perpetuating them. Lastly, we discuss chefs’ 

motivation and challenges in framing the issues and the necessity of cultural change in the 

restaurant industry.  

 

● Chapter 6 provides the conclusion to our research questions. We lay out our theoretical 

contribution and suggest how chefs can meet the requirements for adaptability. We finish by 

proposing further research as a means of strengthening our argument and supplementing the 

body of knowledge on the relevant topic.  
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1.3 Reflections on terminology 

Prior to setting out on the remaining part of this thesis we here provide some necessary explanations 

and clarifications we consider important to keep in mind when reading. This is particularly important 

in this thesis, given the sensitivity of the topic and the risk of perpetuating overly generalized or 

essentialized notions about sex and gender.  

 

First, we draw from the work of Judith Butler to acknowledge the difference between sex and gender. 

Butler very helpfully clarifies that sex consists of “the invariant, anatomically distinct, and fectic 

aspects” (Butler, 1986, p. 35) of the male and female body. This means that sex is a biological term 

that defines something as ‘male’ or ‘female’. On the contrary, Butler defines gender as “the cultural 

meaning and form that body [male and female bodies] acquires, the variable modes of that body’s 

acculturation” (Butler, 1986, p. 35). Therefore, the term gender is a sociological construct that defines 

characteristics of ‘maleness’ or ‘femaleness’ as understood in particular contexts. Regarding gender, 

we view ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity’ as social constructions which change according to person and 

culture. However, we go by the definition of masculinity and femininity as “...relatively enduring 

characteristics encompassing traits, appearances, interests, and behaviors that have traditionally been 

considered relatively more typical of women and men, respectively” (Kachel, Steffens, & Niedlich, 

2016, p. 2). To avoid the trap of characterizing masculine traits as somehow essential or universal, 

therefore, we often employ the term ‘masculinist’ to refer to language or ideas that prioritize or 

advocate interests, attitudes, or values held to be typical of men. 

 

Second, we utilize Wodak and Meyers’ (2009) definition of the term ‘discourse’ as a concept covering 

how language builds on human activity. With discourse, we refer to the way chefs commonly talk 

about their work, converse, and explain their day-to-day activities. It allows us to not only look at 

what was said explicitly by the chefs but also to find data in the bigger picture and extract meaning 

and understanding beyond what each chef expressed. 

 

Furthermore, we use the term ‘success’ in its loosest form. Each chef explains their different 

objectives and motivations behind their choice of occupation and they measure success individually. 

However, we focus on how the reach for these objectives is different based on sex, gender, and 

capabilities needed to become a successful chef. We observe this to stem from ‘surviving’ the 

occupation as well as gaining the ability to advance in positions or for example starting and 
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developing a thriving business or restaurant. Thus, ‘success’ in our thesis implies a chef or business 

reaching their preset goals. 

 

Moreover, when referring to ‘chefs’ we mean the chefs we interviewed. Even though they have 

different positions in the kitchens, their similarity of having the same profession made us define them 

all as chefs. Some of our interviewees are industry stakeholders and when we highlight our data 

derived from interviews with them we avoid using the word chef. When we mention all our 

interviewees, including chefs and stakeholders, we use ‘our participants’ or ‘interviewees’ to diminish 

the risk of confusion around where the data comes from.  

 

Finally, ‘gender diversity and harassment’ are often composed as a common ‘issue’. We acknowledge 

that there are multiple ‘issues’ within this collective term and we have chosen to do so to diminish 

confusion when introducing complex contradictions in the chefs’ discourse.  

 

Throughout the research process, our methodological choices influenced our findings. As such, it 

would be both necessary and beneficial for us to explain our methodological approach, which we do 

in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 
 

The objective of this section is to provide the reader with an overview of how the research for our 

project has been conducted as well as the philosophical stance we take in the production of 

knowledge. In this thesis, we find four contradictions that describe gender relations, harassment, and 

leadership dynamics in the restaurant industry which illuminate toxic kitchen cultures. We utilize 

complexity leadership theory (CLT) to argue that adaptability can be enabled through chefs’ 

recognition of the contradictions and their acknowledgment of their role in perpetuating them. 

Through chefs’ embracement of the contradictions, adaptability can be enabled to transform gender, 

diversity, harassment, and leadership dynamics in the kitchen. This chapter provides a methodological 

foundation for making this specific argument. We elaborate and explain how this study is framed by 

the chosen research philosophy, research design, and research methods. Furthermore, we clarify 

possible underlying biases and limitations of our study along with a discussion regarding the quality 

measurements validity and reliability.  

 

2.1 Philosophy of science 
An understanding of our research philosophy is essential to get a grasp of our ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological assumptions for generating valuable knowledge (Bryman, et al., 

2019).  

 

Ontologically, our understanding of reality is constructionist. We cannot simply observe what is 

happening, but we need to interact with social actors in the quest of understanding their grasp of their 

worldview. We believe that the actors involved are socially constructed (Bryman et al., 2019), and 

thus, can influence a change process like the one we describe in this thesis. We see social order in 

kitchens as ‘negotiated’, meaning that what is socially accepted will constantly change through 

implicit and explicit negotiation processes (Strauss et al., 1973, as cited in Bryman et al., 2019). What 

are formally settled properties in an organization are considered a driving force behind actions, but 

they are not describing the reality we primarily observe (Bryman et al., 2019). For instance, we 

experienced how interactions between chefs in the kitchen appear to surpass agreed-upon codes of 

conduct with either peaceful or conflicting outcomes.  
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From a constructionist view, we see culture as an “...emergent reality in a continuous state of 

construction and reconstruction” (Bryman et al., 2019, p. 28). Despite how our research is painting a 

sole picture in time, we are also interested in how the chefs perceive recent changes on our topic. We 

further explore classifications like ‘good leaders’, ‘masculinity’, ‘femininity’, and ‘success’ as 

constructed in and through interaction as social products for people to understand the social and 

natural world like constructivism suggests (Bryman et al., 2019). These seem to vary from person to 

person and also according to the situation.   

 

Epistemologically, we take the stance of interpretivism in reflection on how knowledge is produced. 

We see human beings to create meaning, which means we are to some degree in contrast with the 

physical world (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). We are concerned with understanding the 

created meaning and human behavior rather than explaining it like positivism (Bryman et al., 2019). 

We strive to grasp how human interaction through leadership mechanisms can lead to change 

regarding a social and organizational issues. As Bryman et al. (2019) pointed out, human beings value 

human action, and base their decisions on this action through their interpretation of them. Thus, 

getting a grasp of people’s understanding can create valuable knowledge about social reality and how 

to cope with the challenges we explore.  

 

As interpretivists, our stance has an impact on the research as a “double interpretation” takes place 

(Bryman et al., 2019, p. 33). We try to put on our participants’ shoes by interpreting their 

understanding of gender diversity, harassment, and leadership. This interpretation will to some degree 

be colored by our understanding of their explanations. Additionally, we interpret the theory and how 

it applies to the interpreted data. Through the interpretivist position, we want specific experiences to 

be reflected upon by our participants where we further aim to understand the phenomenon through a 

theoretical analysis of what is deemed important regarding the same experiences (Bryman et al., 

2019).   

 

From interpretivism, it comes that we are also subjectivists in the critique of positivism (Saunders et 

al., 2019), and added with a radical change perspective on how we conduct our organizational 

analysis, we are in the cross paradigm of radical humanism (Saunders et al., 2019). As explained, we 

believe in the social construction of organization, and we specifically question what occurs in the 

restaurant industry that evidently calls for change that can discard particular existing practices. Our 
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primary focus concerns “...the issues of power and politics, domination and oppression” (Saunders et 

al., 2019, p. 142), which cohere with how we emphasize the processes and structures in constant 

change due to social construction in the organizational reality. 

 

2.2 Research design 
Our study aims to gain an in-depth understanding of a complex social phenomenon and how 

leadership dynamics can facilitate a way of coping with the complexity of these issues. As wordings 

through interpretation are important to achieve this, we adopt a qualitative research strategy where 

we conduct qualitative interviews where opinions of the participant are put in the center of attention 

(Bryman et al., 2019).    

 

Qualitative research is fundamentally characterized by its exploration of naturalistic data (Nassaji, 

2015). Without interfering with their opinions, perspectives, and attitudes, we holistically record 

various sources’ understandings, which contributes to richness in data (Nassaji, 2015). Thus, the type 

of data we have collected is first and foremost qualitative. The participants’ understanding of the 

phenomenon of the occurrence of gender diversity and harassment is what we are interested in 

interpreting, which the qualitative research strategy allows (Bryman et al., 2019). Further, we are not 

seeking to find an absolute truth but rather to grasp how the composition of several worldviews 

emerges into one picture of a social phenomenon. We extract chosen parts of this composition to 

build an argument, which makes qualitative data a good fit with interpretivism (Bryman et al., 2019).  

 

What further reinforces the qualitative approach for our research is that qualitative research strategies 

are advantageous in studies of leadership (Conger, 1998; Conger & Toegel, 2002). Conger and Toegel 

(2002) explained how quantitative research approaches and their long-lasting supremacy in effect 

have led to lost opportunities of understanding leadership dynamics, which makes our study a 

contribution to now seizing these opportunities. Even though we spotlight the qualitative data, we 

have collected and utilized specific quantitative numerical secondary data to strengthen our 

arguments and prove certain points.  

 

By the logic of interpretivist social science, it is typical to be inductive between practice and theory 

(Bryman et al., 2019). We observed a phenomenon of gender diversity and harassment as our starting 

point and went from there to investigate the practicalities of leadership towards this as part of kitchen 
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cultures. Next, we applied theory in the form of organizational leadership concepts to produce a 

valuable argument through its explanation. In this manner, theory will be generated from our research 

(Bryman et al., 2019).  

 

One of the greatest critiques of qualitative research is that it is not generalizable to other settings in 

its strictest form (Bryman et al., 2019). However, the notion of moderatum generalizations can be the 

outcome of qualitative findings (Payne & Williams, 2005). These refer to an intermediate type of 

limited generalization which makes humans cope with their everyday lives as boxes for consistency 

are necessary (Payne & Williams, 2005). Our study represents a momentum in time and solely a small 

sample of chefs. However, our objective is not entirely about creating knowledge that extrapolates 

leadership in all restaurants, but to provide valuable insights and understandings of how the process 

of emerging pressure and enabling of adaptability fosters cultural change.  

 

Saunders et al. (2019) emphasized how interpretivists view the social world: 

As different people of different cultural backgrounds, under different circumstances and at 

different times make different meanings, and so create and experience different social 

realities, interpretivists are critical of the positivist attempts to discover definite, universal 

‘laws’ that apply to everybody (p. 149). 

It comes explicitly that it is close to pointless to try to generalize because of people’s differences, and 

Saunders et al. (2019) argued that the complexity of the rich insights will be lost in such conclusions. 

 

2.3 Research methods  
Both our research design and research philosophy have now been embroidered, and this following 

part will describe the methods utilized for collecting empirical data and its analysis. We choose to 

break it down into six components: type of data, the methods for gathering data, participant selection, 

interview approach, our data analysis, and finally a discussion on validity and reliability.  

 

Saunders et al. (2019) argued that research methods within the interpretivism philosophical stance 

are typically inductive where in-depth investigations are done by taking small samples. The scope of 

what can be interpreted is large, and the method for analyzing is qualitative (Saunders et al., 2019). 

The qualitative approach suits our study well because our objective is to explore how contradictions 

in chef's conversations about leadership, gender, and harassment appear, and further what these 
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contradictions reveal about leadership dynamics in terms of cultural change and more adaptive ways 

of addressing the issues.  

 

2.3.1 Type of data  

Both primary and secondary data are part of developing the findings in this study. Our primary data 

consists of 11 semi-structured interviews with primarily head chefs, but as we wanted to explore other 

perspectives we invited other restaurant stakeholders into the discussion as we also considered their 

insights to be relevant. The stakeholders hold the position of a waitress, a restaurant industry advisor, 

and a student coordinator of an education institution for chefs. Our secondary data comes from various 

articles and studies done in the field of gender diversity and harassment in the culinary industry, 

kitchen cultures, as well as materials portraying concepts of organizational culture and 

interdisciplinary leadership. Furthermore, we have received materials from some of our participants 

stating explicitly their workplaces’ code of conduct, and we have collected selected reports regarding 

industry harassment.  

 

2.3.2 Data gathering methods  

When we started this project, we early understood that the dynamics in the kitchen space of 

restaurants were what we found intriguing regarding gender diversity and harassment. Hereafter, we 

wanted to focus primarily on the chefs’ lived experiences and opinions, but we also believed an 

external perspective could provide more depth, which is why we include a few industry stakeholders. 

We were lucky enough to have connections with chefs and stakeholders both through our networks, 

but also through the Bowline initiative, which is partly the origin behind this project when we were 

first introduced to them, spring 2020. The people involved in Bowline are familiar with discussing 

challenging industry topics and seeking solutions, which is advantageous for us as they were open to 

go in-depth with our topic. We also believe they are aware of theoretical aspects of leadership in a 

more practical manner due to their close collaboration with Copenhagen-based scholars. Thus, it 

became clear for us at an early stage where to collect data. 
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When gathering data, one concern as feminist researchers was that the topic is sensitive and that 

people, because of this, have difficulties knowing how to talk about it. Roulston and Choi (2018) 

stated that:  

Feminist researchers use multiple forms of interviews, including semi-structured, 

unstructured, and oral and life history interviews with a view to producing knowledge about 

women’s lives while promoting egalitarian relationships among women researchers and 

participants (p. 233).  

With the objective to promote women’s voices, we aimed to work ethically and respectfully. 

Therefore, we spent a great amount of time discussing how to best formulate our questions for the 

participants to understand them while simultaneously feeling comfortable answering them. It is our 

role as interpretivists to elucidate what they are saying, but we cannot twist and turn as we please. 

Therefore, it was of great importance that their expressions came as close as possible to their real 

opinions. Additionally, we had to cope with ‘situatedness’ whereby we opted for transparency by 

being self-aware of our role in the research context (Neumann & Neumann, 2018). We encountered 

frustration when interviewing male participants, and we were extra aware of our role as female 

researchers, as we wanted to avoid them becoming restrictive or feeling put on the spot.   

 

2.3.2.1 Primary data 

Our preliminary data collection endured through a two-day Bowline event focusing on gender in 

kitchens, held in November 2020. The topic of this working group session was gender politics, 

diversity, and sexual harassment in restaurants and how it goes in conjunction with the COVID-19 

crisis as two complex issues. We participated online as observers to get some sense of what the 

discussion revolves around before we even started reading literature.  

 

When we initially started interviewing, our interview guide was considered to be a phase one guide. 

It consisted of wide categories of open questions for us to identify a direction to pursue by the 

responses, which in turn settled the scope of our study. Questions were centered around how chefs 

perceived gender diversity and harassment to unfold in the kitchen, what characterizes the cultures in 

kitchens, and what comprises good and bad leadership. Moreover, Roulston and Choi (2018) claimed 

that analyzing the first interviews is beneficial in how we develop an understanding of how we 

approach and talk with participants, and to see if we can meet the objectives set for the interviews. 

The second interview guide (phase two) was developed specifically to ask directly and go deeper into 
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the contradictions we found through the first part of analyzing. All the interviews were held between 

February 2021 and April 2021.  

 

2.3.2.2 Secondary data 

The process of gathering secondary data started in November 2020 and lasted until the final editing 

in July 2021. We have received a couple of explicitly written manifests stating what behavior is 

considered acceptable in the participants’ workplaces. Besides this, our secondary data consists of 

materials forming our literature review. We have first and foremost utilized the database of CBS 

library and the search engine Google Scholar to find this research. Examples of phrases we searched 

for to locate relevant data are “harassment in kitchens”, “gender diversity in restaurants”, “leadership 

in restaurants”, “kitchen culture”. From some of the texts, we have additionally followed the line of 

cited texts where specific points were worth pursuing.  

 

2.3.3 Selection of participants  

Chefs in general proved throughout the interviews to meet our prior assumption that they were all-

consumed with appreciating the art of food creation. Thus, our primary assumption was that our topic 

would be under-prioritized both hereafter and also by the stress they faced due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. However, getting access to chefs who were willing to discuss our topic proved relatively 

uncomplicated except for a few unsuccessful reach outs and one canceled interview caused by their 

discomfort.  

 

Our starting point was our networks where we got in touch with chefs in higher positions of both 

genders and key restaurant stakeholders. These chefs were happy to refer us to their peers as they 

explained they were emotionally attached to the topic, and through this snowball sampling method 

we made contact with many more. The snowball sampling method for selecting participants has been 

argued to cope with the challenge of researching conflict environments (Cohen & Arieli, 2011), which 

is the aim of this project by investigating the intricacies of gender diversity and harassment in 

kitchens. This sampling method is critiqued by its lack of randomness (Bryman et al., 2019). 

However, we have specifically sought chefs of top positions in fine dining because of their 

environment. As Bryman et al. (2019) argued, when in lack of a sampling frame for the population, 

this type of selection was the practice most suitable for our project. Other chef participants were 

designated through the Bowline initiative.  
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All participants, names, and organizations mentioned are anonymized as the topic and stories revealed 

are considered sensitive. Accordingly, we have created a table of participants (Appendix 1) trading 

their names for numbers #1, #2, #3, and so on, as well as providing the gender and position(s) to give 

sense to what kind of person they are, nationality, and type of interview they were part of.  

 

2.3.4 Interview approach   

Our primary data is based on semi-structured interviews as we have a qualitative research approach 

where the objective is to get the interviewees’ relevant takes on our topics (Bryman et al., 2019). It 

gave us the flexibility to pivot the discussion and explore fragments of a subject we did not give 

consideration, to further understand patterns and behavior (Bryman et al., 2019). Furthermore, 

DeJonckheere and Vaughn (2019) argued that this style of interviewing is good for delving into 

personal and sensitive issues as it brings a more human level to the discussion than fully structured 

interviews.  

 

Prior to conducting the interviews with our participants, we did a test interview with a male chef who 

could potentially have been a good contribution to the project, but who we assessed to give us bias in 

our close relationship with him. The participants were well-informed about our topic and main 

questions before our interviews. When initiating the conversations we always started with small talk 

about their career and our project as a warm-up to talking and becoming comfortable in the situation. 

The duration of the interviews varied from 45 minutes to an hour and a half.  

 

We developed the questions for our phase one interviews based on our topic of gender diversity, 

harassment, and leadership to find out what the situation is like in practice and what to further 

investigate. When we started seeing contradictions both in how they described behavior and what was 

explicitly uttered, we gave this more attention in the following half (phase two) of interviews to get 

a grasp of their opinions.  

 

Typically, interviews are held in neutral environments where the participant feels comfortable 

(Turner, 2010), like a quiet and private space. Us having control of the environments was made 

unfeasible by the COVID-19 pandemic, so digital platforms were utilized as alternatives to physical 

meetings. Using applications like Microsoft Teams or Zoom was on a positive note brilliant for 
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reaching participants of great geographical distance (Góralska, 2020). Therefore, we could talk to 

people we would normally not get a hold of. However, we had less control of the environment they 

were situated in, as well as our environment, as little choice but home existed at the time. This led to 

the occurrence of a fair amount of interruptions in most interviews from either side of the screen and 

even a few digital difficulties. All meetings were sound recorded for us to pay full attention to our 

discussion and for subsequent transcribing.   

 

About half of the interviews were held in Norwegian while the other half was in English. This caused 

a few language barriers and the possibility of decreasing interpretation quality as neither all of the 

participants nor ourselves are native English speakers. However, the function of the web camera 

mitigated the risk of not understanding as we got to make sense of body language.  

 

2.3.5 Data analysis 

This section explains the approach in which the empirical data has been analyzed. We review how 

we transcribed, coded, and analyzed our interviews. Next, we will explain our reasoning for choosing 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Feminist Post-structuralist Discourse Analysis (FPDA) as 

methods for analyzing. Lastly, we will discuss our positions as women researchers studying gender 

bias in the restaurant industry.   

 

From the very beginning of the project, we found it crucial that both of us participated in all interviews 

to provide a common experience of the participants and their interpretation. With this setup, both of 

us had the opportunity to ask follow-up questions during the interviews––even bringing up ideas the 

other may have missed. Furthermore, the research philosophy of interpretivism supports this kind of 

interplay and interpretation as we were allowed to interpret all aspects of the research process 

(Bryman et al., 2019).  

 

2.3.5.1 Transcription 

Since we are conducting CDA and FPDA, methods for analyzing discourses, the transcription of 

interviews are both crucial and advantageous as written text allows us to revise the language used to 

talk about the topic (Bryman et al., 2019). The method for transcription needs to be transparent to 

preserve the integrity of our data and portray an image closest to the participants’ reality (Wellard & 

McKenna, 2001). Along with recording the video calls, we have taken turns in transcribing, and none 



21 

later than a day post-interview. A more thorough interpretation process, which could eliminate 

possible bias even further, would be to individually transcribe all of the interviews, and then compare 

and contrast (Kvale, 1997). However, we found this method too laborious as other steps were 

queueing, and the research process required time management. Instead, we ensured the quality of our 

analysis by reading it over together.    

 

Oliver, Serovich, and Mason (2005) argued that transcription is a powerful act of representation, 

making it important that our transcripts are as accurate as possible. Because discourse analysis is 

about scrutinizing language (Bryman et al., 2019), we wanted the transcripts to be as detailed as 

possible where every utterance is captured. Further, we found language errors to be a challenge, as 

well as the sound recordings being of decreased quality due to documenting audio from the 

computers. We have made an effort to save as much as possible, and fortunately, only minimal data 

was lost. When transcription was finalized, we were left with 112 pages of data for analysis. 

Immediately after transcribing, the initial step of analyzing took place where we individually 

highlighted what we found interesting.  

 

2.3.5.2 Iterative data  

An iterative process of data development consists of going back and forth between the gathering of 

data and analysis (Bryman et al., 2019). We chose this method because it allowed us to analyze 

extensively and to develop our understanding of our topic progressively. Scholars like Wodak and 

Meyer (2009) argued that it is necessary for CDA that the researcher moves back and forth in between 

theory, interviews, data collection, and analysis. We did this to avoid bias and to avoid selecting our 

mostly preferred data.  

 

2.3.5.3 Coding 

During the coding process, categories tend to split and merge as new information about a phenomenon 

unfolds and categories are compared (Bryman et al., 2019), which in turn is how our findings were 

constructed. This was evident in the coding process to such an extent that we started exploring how 

different statements and actions were in direct opposition to each other. Then, we found ourselves on 

the path of exploring the contradictions that appeared in the conversations and the justification behind 

them. Throughout this process, we also made sure to compare the empirics with theory to grasp what 

is complimenting and contradicting. 
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Further, as we have conducted our coding in wide categories, where we include bigger chunks of text 

as data points, we prevent flow and context to disappear. Discourse analysis allows us to include the 

unsaid as data, both what is tacit and what is left out by explicit statements (Bryman et al., 2019). 

This is what in sum gives us the never explicitly uttered parts of the contradictions. However, it is 

worth noticing that the language we study for meaning-making is ephemeral in how it fluctuates in 

line with time and space (Bryman et al., 2019), which is to be considered a limitation.  

 

Bryman et al. (2019) argued that coding is unfeasible in discourse analysis because data also appears 

in between lines of what is being said and because context is of great importance. As Charmaz (2000) 

explained, “people create and maintain meaningful worlds through dialectical processes of conferring 

meaning on their realities and acting within them” (as cited in Bryman et al., 2019, p. 530), which 

makes the constructionist approach preferable. Notwithstanding, with our awareness of these 

limitations, and that our study revolves around gender and leadership dynamics in discourse, by 

coding larger paragraphs and working subjectively, we conclude that CDA and FPDA are suitable 

approaches for this project.  

 

2.3.5.4 Critical discourse analysis and feminist post-structural discourse analysis 

We chose to analyze our data with a CDA and FPDA lens. Baxter (2008) explained FPDA as a 

complementary method for analysis that enhances other methods rather than competing with them, 

and we view this method as a subcategory to CDA as it focuses more specifically on the feminist 

perspective in data analysis. FPDA is compatible with organization and management studies in how 

it facilitates the capturing of complexity, deals with research based on practical rather than theoretical 

terms, and enables alternative theoretical perspectives (Baxter, 2008).  

 

CDA is an analytical framework that enables researchers to critically describe, interpret and explain 

how discourses in the social world are constructed to maintain and legitimize social inequalities 

(Mullet, 2018). CDA is critical in viewing language as a facilitator for reproducing or challenging 

power abuse, injustice, and inequality (Fairclough, 2010). Fairclough (2010) argued that CDA first 

focuses on the ‘social wrong’ which refers to problems or inequalities constructed in the language. 

Following that particular argument, CDA suits our thesis because we seek to critically analyze how 
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chefs talk about gender inequalities and harassment and view language as a social phenomenon. CDA 

allows us to critically understand how our interviewees either are reproducing or challenging the 

social injustice we detect. Fairclough explained that CDA also promotes the question: “what is it 

about the nature of the social order in which this wrong exists that makes it difficult to right it?” 

(2010, p. 226). We want to ask this question to address what Wodak (2013) argued helps identify the 

dialectical relations between actors’ spoken language and the social world. These dialectics make 

sense of discourses and shape social identities (Wodak, 2013), which is how we can illuminate social 

inequality in kitchens and the relations of chefs.  

 

CDA allows the shaping of social identities like ‘masculine’, ‘feminine’, ‘male’ or ‘female’ (Gee, 

2005), which further allows us as researchers to view them in relation to other objects, such as the 

kitchen. We can critically analyze how contradictions in a discourse about femininity and masculinity 

might or might not be a problem to kitchen cultures. This implies that CDA can enable us to view 

understandings of patriarchal gender roles and challenge that discourse.  

 

Furthermore, Baxter (2008) emphasized the feminist angle of CDA (feminist CDA) as a term that 

describes FPDA because they are comparable and cover close to the same method for analysis. 

However, we choose to utilize CDA and FPDA because there are aspects of both that suit our analysis. 

Both feminist CDA and FPDA compose a more focused framework for gender studies and feminist 

critical approaches to understanding language in the social world (Baxter, 2008). We utilize CDA as 

our main foundation for analysis, where the aspect of FPDA serves as a supplementary lens that can, 

according to Baxter (2008), both complement and undermine CDA. FPDA is “an approach to 

analysing intertextualised discourses in spoken interaction and other types of text. It draws upon the 

poststructuralist principles of complexity, plurality, ambiguity, connection, recognition, diversity, 

textual playfulness, functionality and transformation” (Baxter, 2008, p. 2). We acknowledge that the 

FPDA approach takes distance from competing discourses but rather see discourses as evolving 

alongside each other (Baxter, 2008). However, CDA allows for dialectic discourses (Baxter, 2008) 

and we seek to illuminate how our interviewed chefs’ discourse perpetuates contradictions and 

tensions where we propose how complexity can embrace these tensions to emerge in language. 

Therefore, the combination of CDA and FPDA serves to––where they ultimately are similar––see the 

construction of meaning within a context-specific setting (Baxter, 2008).  

 



24 

 

Lastly, the combination of CDA and FPDA will enable us as researchers to view “discourse as social 

practice” (Baxter, 2008, p. 2). As this research is socially focused, there are three main fundamental 

similarities between CDA and FPDA that are important to address for our research. First, we take 

distance from gender being something people are and rather focus on gender as what people do or 

enact (Baxter, 2008). Second, how the deconstruction of power relations within discourses can help 

challenge current practices (Baxter, 2008). Third, how the recognition of “inter-discursivity” (Baxter, 

2008, p. 2) illuminates how one discourse can be part of another where they affect each other to the 

point where they become interwoven. Thus, it makes sense to utilize CDA and FPDA because of the 

complexity aspect of the possible issues highlighted in this thesis. 

 

2.3.5.5 Feminist researchers  

Roulston and Choi (2018) emphasized how the use of language and discourse is critical to promote 

women’s voices. Additionally, Roulston and Choi explained how feminist researchers “attend to the 

productive powers of language; the subtle shades of meaning conveyed through nuance, gesture, and 

expression; the injuries and silences” (2018, p. 236). This makes discourse analysis a good fit with 

our feminist analysis method.  

 

We adopted a gendered lens when we analyzed our data, and by applying the post-structural feminist 

approach, we challenged the hegemonic assumptions of a patriarchal culture that privileges men and 

masculinity above women and femininity (Ford, 2006). By being feminine post-structuralist 

researchers, we are able to question taken-for-granted practices in regards to gender and sex, similar 

to what Ford (2006) argued. We sought to uncover the power the discourse our chef interviewees 

hold, and further how the discourse of both genders reinforces or demolishes the masculine frame all 

genders in a kitchen are part of.  

 

2.3.5.6 Our role as female researchers 

According to Durkheim (1858-1917), researchers need to keep their values and preconceptions 

outside the research for it to be considered valid (as cited in Bryman et al., 2019). However, more 

current perspectives include an acceptance of the researcher as human and a part of the research 

process where they cannot block out their own values entirely (Bryman et al., 2019). It follows our 
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interpretivist, epistemological approach that our values are part of the research output (Saunders et 

al., 2019).  

 

Our values and ethical stance played a role in how we chose to emphasize what we found most 

important in our research. Saunders et al. (2019) explained how axiological assumptions imply 

whether or not we want to view this impact in a positive manner or not. We found the most 

considerable bias for us being women researchers writing about a topic including gender. Having a 

gender is somewhat unavoidable, and the anticipations of society, underlying assumptions, and 

consequences faced by being women will unavoidably color the choices we make in research. As 

women are framed as the inferior party of the gender diversity and harassment discussion in 

restaurants, and despite all measures taken for avoiding bias, it is possible that we unconsciously 

encountered other women with empathy. On a positive note, this could have made them feel heard 

about a hushed issue and facilitated them to reply to us more openly. On the negative note, the 

possibility of especially men feeling attacked by our questioning arose, and they could have tweaked 

their answers towards what they believed we wanted to hear. As Lee (1997) emphasized, feminist 

women researchers interviewing men could be perceived as uncomfortable due to the framed uneven 

power relations they explore. We have mitigated this risk by formulating questions as if they did not 

come directly from us as women researchers accusing men of being the origin of the issue. Rather, 

we formulated our questions towards a direction where they were able to reflect on the leadership 

dynamics within what they may or may not perceive as cultural issues. We further reckoned to be 

women researchers as positive as male researchers might not have the same perspective on the system 

we are a part of, and thus probably do not have the same basis for discussion on gender diversity in 

the kitchen. As women researchers, writing this thesis is opposed to the path of least resistance 

(Johnson, 1990) and it is thus naturally uncomfortable to participate in the creation of the tensions it 

implies. However, it is required for adaptability and change to unfold.  

 

2.3.6 Validity and reliability 

Qualitative research raises a discussion on the research quality measures validity and reliability and 

their relevance as we utilize qualitative methods (Bryman et al., 2019). While reliability is about the 

assessment of to what degree the findings can be replicated, validity concerns the precision of the 

same findings (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). As a means for better meeting these criteria for qualitative 
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research, we adopt an ‘internal’ and ‘external’ interpretation of both validity and reliability 

(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). 

 

‘Internal reliability’ is defined as the extent to which the researcher(s) agrees on what is being 

observed when more than one researcher gets included in a project (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). 

Immediate careful thought and discussions post interviews, collective reviews of the accuracy of our 

transcripts, and how we coded individually to then cross-referencing results, worked to achieve this 

agreement and internal reliability.  

 

LeCompte and Goetz (1982) further defined ‘external reliability’ as to whether or not the results can 

be replicated by possible other researchers who are put in the same or similar context as the original 

ones. A reflection on external reliability for qualitative studies centers around how social settings and 

contexts are rather impossible to put on hold for other researchers to dive into, as LeCompte and 

Goetz (1982 as cited in Bryman et al., 2019) recognized. In our study, we observed from the 

interviews that our participants are concerned with how the issues of our topic have evolved over time 

as we consider most of them restaurant veterans. Consequently, they all may have their perspectives 

change as the circumstances differ from time to time, and how they view gender, diversity, 

harassment, and leadership dynamics might not be the same if someone were to replicate this study 

at a subsequent time.  

 

Next, “Internal validity refers to the extent to which scientific observations and measurements are 

authentic representations of some reality” (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 32), which means that 

internal validity ensures that we have eliminated alternative explanations for a finding. Researchers 

argued that qualitative studies can ensure high internal validity by securing a close connection 

between what is being observed and previously developed concepts (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, as 

cited in Byman et al., 2019), and thus, making it a positive attribute of qualitative research. 

Specifically, we have established internal validity by being aware of our own biases as well as the 

participants’ biases. 

 

Lastly, ‘external validity’ is described as the extent to which findings of a study can be generalized 

and applied across alternative groups or situations (Bryman et al., 2019; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). 

External validity is recognized by LeCompte and Goetz (1982) as an issue for qualitative studies as 
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they often tend to engage in small samples and case studies. However, as already made account for, 

our objective is not to generalize our findings to other populations, but to grasp a thorough 

understanding of this specific organizational subject matter. Further, it will be possible to generate 

some theoretical generalizability on account of this understanding as previously explained.   
 

2.4 Limitations  
There are characteristics of our research design that potentially impact our findings and how they are 

interpreted. These impacts need to be acknowledged.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a major limitation that influences the process of data gathering and our 

control of it. We did not prefer digital meetings as the quality of interpretation might decrease. 

Further, it might have influenced the participants’ focus in that the restaurant industry was under 

severe pressure at the time and there is a possibility that this had an impact on how they spoke about 

the topic and its importance. Our counteract to this was to explicitly ask about their perception of the 

COVID-19 situation towards our topic.  

 

The geographical limitation is restricted to mostly Norwegian and Danish participants, with a couple 

of exceptions. However, most of our participants have multinational labor backgrounds and have 

worked within multicultural kitchens where they tell about their experiences. Thus, we have an 

international take on our findings and discussion even though most stories originate from Nordic 

cuisines and reflect Nordic kitchen cultures.  

 

Next, we cannot exclude other possible contradictions in the discourse to affect the complexity we 

describe in the analysis and discussion, and thus the tensions enabling adaptability. It is therefore also 

possible to apply other organizational concepts that can explain how discourse decouplings are 

affecting the leadership dynamics.  

 

Another limitation is embodied in how we exclude defining specific scopes of our research. We do 

not define how big of an issue gender diversity and harassment is perceived to be other than the 

numbers we present. What we consider important is the great engagement around the topic that our 

participants showed and how they talked about the call for cultural changes as they see gender 
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diversity and harassment as unacceptable. Our chef participants were eager to tell us stories, but there 

is a risk they avoided talking about cases they were not proud of taking part in. 

 

Finally, the teaching case we developed from our interviews makes us less detached from the data as 

it is a product of our interpretations. As previously explained, this is part of the interpretivist position, 

and we choose to consider it positive as the case writing enabled us to present the contradictions in 

discourse through a narrative in which the reader can place themselves. 
 

2.5 Takeaways 
Throughout the process of research, we have gained some impressions for reflection. We have learned 

to appreciate how the choices we make through a methodological approach need to be careful and 

conscious to secure a valid and reliable product. Additionally, we understand the importance of 

research ethics in that our own biases have been challenging to maneuver due to our topic of research. 

Further, the clarity of how research philosophy, research design, and methods are all aligned has 

become much greater during the process, and we view all steps necessary to obtain and handle data 

in the best way possible to be administered and realized because of this.  

 

The following section is our literature review which constitutes our theoretical foundation for 

understanding our findings. 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The following literature review will present the theoretical foundation for our research. We analyze 

chefs’ perpetuation of four key contradictions that highlight the perpetuation of toxic kitchen cultures 

within gender relations, harassment, and leadership dynamics. We utilize complexity leadership 

theory (CLT) to explain how, under the right conditions, chefs can enable adaptability through 

recognizing and acknowledging their role in perpetuating the contractions to consequently nurture 

more positive ways of interacting and working together in the kitchen. We seek to highlight a 

selection of relevant literature that forms the discussion on gender diversity, harassment, and 

leadership specifically within the restaurant industry. This section will map this discussion and detect 

the knowledge gap that we seek to fill. To do so, we introduce what scholars have found to be the 

primary characteristics of professional kitchen cultures and the current situation of gender diversity 

and harassment. We finish by portraying how the selected academic leadership literature is suitable 

for addressing the issue.  

 

3.1 Kitchen Cultures 
We include an overview of how organizational culture literature connects to the literature on kitchen 

cultures. Conceptualization of foundational organizational culture and specific academic descriptions 

of kitchen cultures are presented in this section in order to further argue that chefs can cultivate more 

adaptive ways of addressing gender dynamics and harassment. This cultural understanding is 

necessary for us to argue that chefs can reach adaptability by recognizing their role in perpetuating 

the contradictions we find in their conversations. Also, as we argue that embracing and exploring 

these can contribute to the emergence of an adaptive space within kitchen cultures, it is called for a 

foundation for what kitchen cultures specifically involve.  

 

Organizational culture can be defined in a variety of ways, but we have chosen to apply Schein’s 

definition: “…the overall norms and values that prevail in an organization” (1985 as cited in Hernes, 

2016, p. 128). Organizational culture describes the common features of the actors involved in a 

particular organization so as to distinguish them from others (Colman, 2014). The term is used to 

explain how we take distinct patterns of interaction for granted (Selznick, 1957, as cited in Hernes, 

2016). Baker (2002) argued that leaders are challenged by having to decide which features the 
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organization values most, and then having to steer in the direction of the most effective organizational 

culture while understanding when it needs to change.  

 

However, two distinct main perspectives of organizational culture impact its association with 

leadership. These cultural change perspectives are included to emphasize that chefs’ contradictions 

in discourse portray complex situations and tensions for enabling or disabling adaptability. First, there 

is what Schultz (1990 as cited in Hernes, 2016) called a functionalist view where Schein’s (1985 as 

cited in Hernes, 2016) three-level iceberg of observable artifacts, values, and underlying assumptions 

falls under this category. Within the functionalist view, Schultz (1990 as cited in Hernes, 2016) 

described how culture is portrayed as something we can both possess and change, meaning that we 

can direct it. The alternative is the process perspective where organizational culture is understood as 

an ongoing sensemaking process in how one chooses to interpret the world (Schultz, 1990, as cited 

in Hernes, 2016). It can further be understood as a continuously created “web of meaning” (Smircich, 

1985, as cited in Hernes, 2016, p. 131). Martin (2002, as cited in Hernes, 2016) contributed by 

proposing that organizational culture is composed of constantly interacting subcultures, thereby 

implying it to be highly diverse. The process perspective proposes that organizational cultures can 

change gradually when tensions between the old and the new organizational characteristics arise, and 

the new is embedded and accepted by members of an organization (Hatch, Schultz, & Skov, 2015). 

We have opted to follow the second perspective for our investigation of kitchens as the context for 

industrial culture and change suits well with the process perspective. We use this perspective to argue 

that kitchen cultures can change through adaptability. In taking this perspective, we must 

acknowledge that leadership cannot directly be executed for instigating cultural change, but it is 

considered an influential factor by us. 

  

3.1.1 The process of socialization into kitchen cultures  

The socialization process is crucial for understanding how chefs become part of organizational culture 

and the overarching industrial culture, the complexity of the contradictions in discourse, and how 

culture changes due to the ongoing nature of socialization (at both a junior and senior level). The 

purpose of utilizing socialization as a concept is to argue that contradictions in chefs’ conversations 

perpetuate the socialization of kitchen cultures which further disables adaptability and that a shift in 

socialization can enable tensions for adaptability. Socialization is relevant because we see it as a 

process connected to change and how people are interrelated. Bogler and Kremer-Hayon described 
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socialization as a “...lifelong process whereby an individual becomes a participating member of a 

group of professionals, whose norms and culture the individual internalizes” (1999, p. 31). Reynolds 

(1992) portrayed socialization as enculturation where an initial worldview is developed through the 

acquisition of norms, values, and behaviors. This process can be divided into three mechanisms: 

taking on a new role (i.e., exploration), abandoning the former role, and adjusting the self to the new 

role and vice versa (Crow & Glascock, 1995). However, Crow and Glascock (1995) claimed that 

people typically make adjustments on this journey to feel more comfortable because of how 

individuals perform in accordance with their personal characteristics when encountering any 

situation. From this, we understand that a chef can bring a personal touch to the role, and subsequently 

be part of changing the culture their role is part of. In other words, when being socialized into 

organizational culture, a chef will both irreversibly influence and be influenced by other social actors, 

thereby demonstrating complexity, like we will argue utilizing Arena and Uhl-Bien’s (2017) 

complexity leadership theory in this thesis. 

 

Several scholars have taken these ideas about organizational culture in general and applied them to 

the distinctive case of kitchen cultures inside restaurants. Cooper, Giousmpasoglou, and Marinakou 

(2017) argued that the socialization process in the kitchen is referred to by scholars as to the ‘building’ 

of a functioning chef. Cooper et al. (2017) have described it as violent and aggressive in how 

individual behavioral patterns are removed and remodeled so as to fit with the organizational 

requirements. Cooper et al. (2017) found that abuse as a socialization mechanism is cyclical as young 

recruits who received such treatment grow to use the same method on the next young recruits. Burrow, 

Smith, and Yakinthou (2015) evidenced this by the numerous accounts of how chefs are encouraged 

to adopt new values and are even taught to distance themselves from those who reject the same 

principles. Understanding the ‘building’ of a functional chef is crucial for pursuing our claim about 

gender relations and leadership dynamics being complex due to chefs perpetuating them in their 

conversations.  

 

3.1.2 Characteristics of kitchen cultures 

This section presents the relevant cultural characteristics of professional kitchens identified within 

the literature. The most prevalent characteristics are what we refer to as the industry culture of 

kitchens. Kitchen cultures are associated with pressure to perform, strict regimes, fear-based 

leadership, aggression amongst chefs, high turnover rates, and strong levels of influence from 
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celebrity chefs. These are factors that can influence how the discourse of gender diversity and 

harassment comes about in kitchens. In order to argue that chefs’ discourse inhabits tensions that can 

either be enabled or disabled towards adaptability, common cultural characteristics of kitchens will 

be addressed in the following paragraphs. 

 

3.1.2.1 Performance culture  

Firstly, kitchen cultures have frequently been described as being colored by a high degree of pressure 

to perform (Cooper et al., 2017). A continuous drive for high standards, quality dishes, and excellent 

time management require a great amount of discipline and strict rules (Cooper et al., 2017). Further 

to this pressure is the demand for chefs to be innovative in creating new dishes as the culture for 

innovation has been found by Jogaratnam (2017) to enhance firm performance. Ottenbacher and 

Harrington (2007) argued that the artistic and creative side to a chef’s role fosters a competitive 

pressure to perform. Moreover, chefs are seemingly threatened with being replaced as the more 

dominant personalities, or ‘alpha males’, climb the professional ladder whereas the less dominant 

either leave voluntarily or seem to be pushed out (Cooper et al., 2017). This denotes another layer to 

the competitive aspect chefs face as they have to continuously contest for their position (Cooper et 

al., 2017). Moreover, lengthy working hours frequently require chefs to sacrifice their leisure time 

for their professional passion (Cain, Busser, & Kang, 2018; Harris & Giuffre, 2010). This culture of 

high pressure indicates that kitchens are tough spaces where performance must constantly be excellent 

in order for chefs to maintain their roles. The kitchen being a tough space enhances our ability to 

argue that kitchen cultures consist of four contradictions that are perpetuated by chefs’ conversations.   

 

3.1.2.2 Strict regime  

Scholars frequently use military metaphors to describe the hierarchical structure of kitchens, which 

is a cultural trait that influences chefs’ behavior and mindset (Cooper et al., 2017; Ferguson, 2004). 

Chefs’ behavior in a strict regime will be important for understanding their language portraying 

complexity dynamics that can disable adaptability. The typical restaurant kitchen is, and has 

consistently been, described by chefs as organized into a ‘brigade’ in terms of its strictly defined lines 

of authority and accurately determined tasks and responsibilities (Ferguson, 2004). The application 

of strong standing hierarchies is described as a mechanism to optimize tasks, which further bolsters 

Cooper et al. (2017) claims about the pressure exerted on chefs to perform well. Within the brigade, 

Ferguson (2004) explained how each actor must know their place and the rules of their roles at all 
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times. The strictness of this regime implies less room for questioning or changing practices, which 

eventually implies that the status quo with its tendencies of harassment and gender diversity persists 

due to the strict nature of kitchens. Indeed, chefs are encouraged to view the strict brigade system as 

a “sine qua non”—an absolute necessity for achieving the excellence they strive for (Cooper et al., 

2017 p. 1372). The abovementioned scholars’ notions about kitchens resembling a military regime 

are necessary for arguing that adaptability is hindered due to how tensions are shut down.  

 

3.1.2.3 Fear-based leadership   

A rather specific trait of professional kitchens is what Gill and Burrow (2018) explained as the use of 

fear as a performance incentive. We utilize fear-based leadership as a concept for arguing that chefs’ 

contradictions are rooted in complexity and that adaptability can be disabled. Gill and Burrow (2018) 

argued that a chef’s fear can be both internal and external; where the former stems from feelings of 

professional inadequacy, the latter implies the fear of possible consequences, such as physical and 

psychological violence from colleagues because of poor performance. Cooper et al. (2017) argued 

that socialization based on violence and aggression normalizes fear within the practice. It motivates 

chefs to strive to perform their work precisely, correctly, and punctually (Cooper et al., 2017). 

Accordingly, some have argued fear to be a necessity (Gill & Burrow, 2018). Fear-based leadership 

was found by Gill and Burrow (2018) to function as a way to maintain and reproduce institutional 

work in the kitchen. Therefore, institutions’ use of fear-based leadership also serves to reduce room 

for questioning and changing kitchen practices. That is why fear as a function in kitchens is crucial 

in order to understand how adaptability can be disabled.  

 

3.1.2.4 Aggression amongst chefs  

Furthermore, Meloury and Signal (2014) found chefs to display more aggressive behavior than the 

general population. By aggression, scholars point to behavior, either verbal or physical, with the 

purpose to harm or humiliate (Meloury & Signal, 2014). This characteristic of chefs facilitates the 

argument about contradictions in chefs’ discourse stemming from complex gender dynamics and 

leadership dynamics which hinder adaptability. Aggression amongst chefs has been suggested by 

scholars to be the result of psychological, physical, and environmental demands (Meloury & Signal, 

2014), which refers to the aforementioned performance culture with low wages, low margins, 

irregular working hours, and strenuous working environments (Wright, 2019). Bloisi and Hoel (2008) 

stated that the cultural norms and organizational policies of the kitchen propose supervision to be 
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abusive in nature. Further, Bloisi and Hoel (2008) argued that in the context of the kitchen, aggressive 

leadership is not simply something to be coped with, but may even be actively encouraged and 

expected. 
 
Meloury and Signal (2014) proposed that the aggressive cultural trait of kitchens traditionally has 

been associated with males. More specifically, the masculine image of the professional kitchen 

corresponds to Meloury and Signal’s (2014) finding that male chefs tend to be more aggressive than 

their female counterparts. This has been emphasized by Ferguson (2007) who found female chefs in 

leading positions quieter than male leaders. However, other studies have reported that female chefs 

are occasionally just as aggressive as their male colleagues (Bourdain, 2004). In sum, and as Bloisi 

and Hoel (2008) pointed out, there is certainly room to explore whether personal characteristics or 

socialization are more crucial to aggressive behavior in the kitchen.  

 

3.1.2.5 High turnover and low job commitment 

The restaurant sector is characterized by a high turnover rate which is influenced by employee’s low 

job commitment (Cooper et al., 2017; Koutroumanis, Alexakis, & Dastoor, 2015). Possible causes 

are argued by scholars to include the absence of developmental opportunities, low wages, and lack of 

recognition for quality performance—which also implies poor supervision (Cantrell & Sarabakhsh, 

1991). This consequently leads to decreased productivity, higher expenses of retraining new staff 

members (Cantrell & Sarabakhsh, 1991; Mathisen, Einarsen & Mykletun, 2008), and decreased 

employee morale (Cantrell & Sarabakhsh, 1991). Higher leaving intentions, low job commitment, 

low job satisfaction, and increased burnouts are reciprocally related to higher levels of harassment 

(Mathisen et al., 2008). Koutroumanis et al. (2015) proposed a ‘clan culture type’ to decrease kitchen 

turnover levels, where commitment is highest when actors foster the collective ‘we’ over the 

individual ‘I’. This type of culture builds a more organic organizational type with greater autonomy 

and familial traits, such as “…loyalty, commitment, and participation” (Koutroumanis et al., 2015, p. 

29).  

 

3.1.2.6 Celebrity chefs as role models 

Anderson and Cavallaro (2012) proposed that role models affect cultures in that their followers are 

influenced by their behaviors and messages, and aspire to be like them. Anderson and Cavallaro 

(2012) argued that role models can reveal a fair amount about a culture’s values and desires through 
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their promotion. Culinary cultures are no exception to this, and media channels are filled with 

celebrity chefs not only providing cooking tips, but also explaining what the industry is like 

(Giousmpasoglou, Brown, & Cooper, 2020). Zopiatis and Melanthiou (2019) claimed that how they 

influence the next generation of professionals within the culinary industry is part of forming norms 

of kitchen cultures. Kitchen cultures being affected by role models is of interest because we argue 

they can be part of both enabling or disabling adaptability. 

 

Johnston, Rodney, and Chong (2014) acknowledged new types of culinary celebrities. Besides the 

typical white French male celebrity chef, there are now more female and minority chefs from a variety 

of cultural backgrounds that more accurately represent our society who are being promoted as 

culinary role models (Johnston et al., 2014). Johnston et al. (2014) suggested that a more diverse 

spectrum of celebrity chefs can help diminish social inequities. Thus, it seems reasonable to suggest 

that diversity in the celebrity sphere will translate over to professional kitchens. That celebrity chefs 

are getting more diverse is of significance to this thesis to argue that new culinary personas foster 

change within the restaurant industry. 

 

Furthermore, Raúl (2018) wrote about how culinary personas claim to generate social change through 

their engagement with politics through the kitchen. We argue how embracing tensions can possibly 

enable adaptability for change in the kitchen discourse, and we view politics in the kitchen as a 

necessity for that. Raúl (2018) claimed that, as a medium, food can be powerful enough to influence 

social institutions due to the wealth of political questions connected to the food creation processes. 

Raúl (2018) argued that this is due to an expansion of the gastronomic field from mere food 

appreciation to a more socially holistic approach, with the media playing a significant role. However, 

Raúl (2018) found chefs’ discourse to be somewhat contradictory because their political outputs—

which can improve welfare—are frustrated or obscured by the need for chefs to continually engage 

in a highly competitive, entrepreneurial, and private market. Accordingly, any political achievements 

are of limited impact despite the practicality and sincerity of their output (Raúl, 2018). Therefore, the 

role of celebrity chefs in inducing social change in society is questionable. However, their influence 

on kitchen cultures is considerable.  
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3.2 Gender diversity and harassment in kitchens 

Haddaji et al. (2017) proposed that the dichotomy of cooking has traditionally placed females in the 

domestic sphere and males in the professional. This is intriguing and prompts a discussion on gender 

diversity and harassment in kitchens. We utilize this discussion to uncover the underlying dynamics 

of chefs’ contradicting discourse that can foster tensions for adaptability. As we organized this 

discussion, we started uncovering tendencies of the contradictions in chefs’ statements stemming 

from academics writing about gender relations and leadership dynamics.  

 

3.2.1 Gender as a social construction 

Understanding gender as a social construction can help explain the phenomenon of the restaurant 

industry as framed dominated by males (Haddaji, Albors-Garrigós, & García-Sigovia, 2018). Lorber 

and Farrell (1991) argued that gender is a process, stratification, and structure whereby both males 

and females act and react in expected ways, and thus simultaneously construct and maintain the 

established gender order. Furthermore, Kimmel (2000) added to this by shedding light upon what the 

institution and system demand from actors in specific roles within a gendered society. Kimmel (2000) 

continues, regardless of gender, masculinity will be favored because that is what the system, and the 

people within it, expect. From this, we view gender as a social construction that highlights kitchen 

culture as being organized through masculine standards. 

 

3.2.2 Systematic male privilege and the path of least resistance 

The description of a system in kitchens as part of the patriarchy enables explanations of gender 

diversity based on gender roles connected to sex itself. Gender roles are a composition of expectations 

of how men and women behave primarily based on their sex (Tong, 2012). In this thesis, we argue 

that when chefs confuse separating sex and gender, the contradictions in their discourse are 

perpetuated. In order to argue that a kitchen system that demands change can do so by promoting 

tensions, we give notice to the patriarchy. Johnson (1990) claimed that patriarchy is a system that 

supports male privilege and works to prevent women from achieving equal privilege. In this way, 

society is portrayed as a network of linked systems within systems, each consisting of social positions 

and their interrelations (Johnson, 1990). Thus, kitchen staff can be viewed as continuously 

participating members of the patriarchal system who shape and maintain it through their interactions 

and relations.  
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Johnson (2003) argued that the patriarchal system can only be changed by taking the uncomfortable 

path. The ‘path of least resistance’ refers to individuals within a social setting making the most 

comfortable choices and consequently maintaining the system (Johnson, 2003). While the individuals 

themselves may not necessarily agree that these choices are the best or most moral ones, these are the 

choices that are expected of them by the system—thereby offering the least amount of resistance to 

actions (Johnson, 2003). In this manner, they avoid banishment or ridicule by staying within the 

expected role behavior. When choosing to resist the system by making uncomfortable choices, the 

individual––as a gear wheel in an interconnected system that comprises the patriarchy––can make 

structural changes (Johnson, 2003). Further, this correlates with how organizational culture can 

change through the process perspective where Hernes (2016) explained how ongoing interactions for 

sensemaking is the facilitator for change. Portraying the facilitator for change enables us to investigate 

how adaptability can emerge in kitchen cultures. 

 

3.2.3 Patriarchy in kitchens 

Harris and Giuffre (2010) gave further weight to the notion that the restaurant industry is male-

dominated and argued that women are framed as inferior due to structural problems of elite work in 

the culinary profession. We dive deeper into the patriarchy in kitchens to argue that this system is 

forming a contradicting discourse where the perpetuation of the discourse hinders tensions for 

adaptability. Harris and Giuffre (2010) argued that for women to reach the upper echelons of the 

culinary industry, externalities must change. For example, everyday household labor and child-

rearing must be more fairly and impartially divided between the genders (Harris & Giuffre, 2010). 

Despite male chefs being able to negotiate and prioritize family over their work more so now than 

former generations (Albors-Garrigos, Haddaji, & Garcia-Segovia, 2020), female chefs continue to 

undertake the majority of domestic child-rearing, which leads to their dilemma of having to choose 

between starting a family or pursuing a career (Harris & Giuffre, 2010). Due to this double roleplay 

of family and work life, female chefs also face higher psychological pressure and mental distress 

(Cinamon, 2006, as cited in Liu, Cho, & Putra, 2017). Moreover, women who reach higher positions 

tend only to do so by having a highly supportive network, or simply by relinquishing time with their 

families (Harris & Giuffre, 2010). Maintaining these structural problems of the patriarchy would 

continue to generate inequality between the sexes (Harris & Giuffre, 2010). Harris and Giuffre (2010) 

argued that for a female chef, continuously striving for work-life balance preserves their inferior 
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framing rather than actually solving the underlying structural issue because they end up 

compromising in a way male chefs avoid.    

 

Johnson (1990) argued that within the patriarchy, women are supposed to fit into a specific stereotype 

of being vulnerable and defensive, whereas men should be protective and offensive. These stereotypes 

firmly remain in the patriarchal kitchen system and serve to explain how female and male self-

efficacy evolves in the workplace. Liu et al. (2017) argued that women require a stronger belief in 

their abilities to manage all of their duties, and thus need more emotional support than men. This is 

argued to be the case because it is less tolerated for women to make mistakes during their learning 

processes, making them more hesitant to take risks (Haddaji et al., 2017). Although Haddaji et al. 

(2017) argued that female chefs need to gain more confidence in themselves in a kitchen setting, they 

are evidently capable in terms of managing their own and others’ emotions, implying both a strong 

mental foundation and that the real problem is the kitchen system itself. Hence, to promote female 

success in masculine kitchen culture, Albors-Garrigos et al. (2020) proposed that females receive 

more mentoring during training so as to cope with low self-efficacy. This supports our claim of how 

gender relations and leadership dynamics in kitchens are complex.  

 

3.2.4 The glass ceiling: barriers and facilitators 

Albors-Garrigos et al. (2020) claimed that as in many other industries gender inequality is widespread 

throughout the restaurant industry, where there are specific barriers for women to overcome. These 

barriers are highlighted to support our argument about the persistence of a masculinist discourse about 

gender and leadership dynamics and how adaptation can be enabled in the kitchen system. Albors-

Garrigos et al. (2020) argued that the barriers are caused primarily by gendered job roles and salary 

discrimination. These are two factors that primarily constitute the glass ceiling—what Albors-

Garrigos et al. (2020) presented as a common concept describing how women are invisibly hindered 

from rising in the industry by the obstacles erected by the patriarchy.  

 

Boone, Veller, Nikolaeva, Keith, Kefgen, and Houran (2013) identified the glass ceiling by several 

common categories of barriers for women: male behavior hinders womens’ productivity, men socially 

exclude women from networks, men foster harsh organizational cultures, there tends to be an absence 

of mentoring, less care is placed on women’s career planning and job assignments, inhospitable 

corporate cultures, lower advancement opportunities, and stereotyping and preconceptions. Boone et 
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al. (2013) argued that these preservers of the glass ceiling generate gender inequality and the 

masculine culture of professional kitchens. A very apparent example of female chefs being restricted 

from reaching the restaurant industry’s upper echelons is their under-representation in receiving 

Michelin stars (Haddaji et al., 2017a). Female chefs who are able to obtain this prestigious 

achievement believe deep passion, their feminine management style, and an extra supportive network 

is required (Haddaji et al., 2017a).  

 

However, several facilitators for women to break through this ceiling have been proposed. First, 

Albors-Garrigos et al. (2020) suggested that women can take the entrepreneurial route and start their 

businesses to create the kind of environment they wish so as to avoid sexism. Second, mentorships 

can eliminate the glass ceiling by promoting the optimal state of mind from which to obtain 

promotions (Albors-Garrigos et al., 2020). Next, changes in mindset dominate the current changes 

within the gendered dichotomy (Haddaji et al., 2017). Instead of focusing on the difficulties related 

to gender, women instead prioritize being passionate about their profession, staying consistent, paying 

careful attention to details, and foregrounding quick and continuous learning (Albors-Garrigos et al., 

2020; Haddaji et al., 2017). Nevertheless, this is indicative of how restaurant employees accept the 

current state of inequality and thus support the patriarchy. We include this to understand how efforts 

to diminish toxic kitchen environments are hard to implement with effective results because of the 

complexity of gender relations and leadership dynamics. 

 

Furthermore, media personas and role models have both a positive and negative impact on female 

chef career advancement where “...celebrity female chefs play a role as changers of public perception 

of female professional cooking” (Albors-Garrigos et al., 2020, p. 8). When a considerable number of 

female chefs reach celebrity status and promote a passion for the art of cooking, styles of feminine 

leadership, and a collaborative and supportive environment, it has a positive effect on improving 

gender inequality in professional kitchens (Albors-Garrigos et al., 2020). Conversely, a negative 

effect is produced if celebrity chefs maintain the patriarchy by ignoring or supporting sexism, racism, 

and homophobia (Albors-Garrigos et al., 2020). The impact of role models is relevant due to 

socialization within the patriarchy and how chefs recognize their role within the conversation which 

further indicates if adaptability can be enabled.  
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Despite how the conceptualization of the glass ceiling frames females as being subordinate to their 

male counterparts’ work advancement, Boone et al. (2013) highlighted that the analogy is a misnomer 

where many of the aforementioned barriers are self-imposed due to stereotyping and adherence to 

expected gender roles. Boone et al. (2013) claimed that this misnomer needs to be addressed by an 

organization through active leadership development rather than simply overcoming glass ceiling 

barriers. This notion digs deep into the current issue about gender inequality in kitchens and allows 

us to argue that leadership can be a factor for enabling adaptation to a new order.  

 

Harris and Giuffre (2010a) highlighted how women have benefited professionally from their gender 

and emphasized how women possess qualities for being better chefs than males. The authors explored 

feminine strengths and how femininity functions as an asset to improve masculine culture. The 

rhetoric women use about themselves as female chefs and their qualities in the kitchen reinforces the 

‘natural’ and commonly accepted gender differences that constitute gender stereotypes (Harris & 

Giuffre, 2010a). However, Harris and Giuffre (2010a) argued that this manner of speech reframes the 

discourse that eventually improves both their workplace and career situation. Indeed, women here are 

not hiding by ‘acting like a man’, but rather cultivate their femininity to use it as a strength, not a 

weakness (Harris & Giuffre, 2010a). The same scholars argued that feminine strengths improve 

kitchen cultures. For instance, women’s calming presence fosters a comforting and more respectful 

workplace, heightening maturity and decreasing aggression (Harris & Giuffre, 2010a). Harris and 

Giuffre (2010a) argued that by imposing these traits, women can therefore ameliorate the 

unprofessional practices that masculine kitchen cultures foster. Female traits that foster favorable 

kitchen cultures support our claim that the chefs we interviewed contradict themselves to perpetuate 

a discourse that undermines the emergence of tensions for adaptation within gender inequality in the 

kitchen.  

 

3.2.5 Harassment and bullying in the kitchen 

Scholars argued that harassment in kitchens comes in various forms; physical and verbal sexual 

harassment and bullying (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008; Lu & Kleiner, 2001). We go by the definition of 

harassment as “...when a person is exposed to unwanted negative acts, omissions or expressions that 

are performed to or have the purpose to be offensive, intimidation, hostile, degrading or humiliating. 

This can for instance be unwanted sexual attention, annoyance, ostracism or harmful joking and 

irritation” (Arbeidstilsynet, 2021a). Further, we define workplace bullying as “...harassing, offending, 
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socially excluding someone or negatively affecting someone’s work tasks. In order for the label 

bullying (or mobbing) to be applied to a particular activity, interaction or process it has to occur 

repeatedly and regularly (e.g. weekly) and over a period of time” (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008, p. 650).  

 

In the face of gender in the kitchen, Lu and Kleiner (2001) stated that sexual harassment is especially 

prominent. We believe that the uncovering of abuse and harassment within kitchen cultures facilitates 

understanding the complexity of gender relations and leadership dynamics. Bloisi and Hoel (2008) 

found that both past and present kitchen social structures support substantial amounts of abuse and 

harassment. Studies have found that 8.6% of respondents from the hospitality industry had 

experienced continuous, or ongoing, bullying or harassment in the workplace (Einarsen & Skogstad, 

1996). In the hospitality industry “it was reported that 16.6% had been bullied within the last 5 years 

and that 45.4% had witnessed bullying in the last 5 years” (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008, p. 650). This applied 

to both genders. Furthermore, sexual harassment was more evident in the hospitality industry as an 

American survey from Cornell University showed that 40.4% of female employees have experienced 

insulting sexual comments, compared to 19.8% of women outside the industry (Lu & Kleiner, 2001). 

It is also worth noting that 17.8% of men in the hospitality industry have experienced insulting sexual 

comments, compared with 12.1% of men in other industries (Lu & Kleiner, 2001). These statistics 

imply that the dominating hospitality culture supports negative behavior more than other industry 

cultures, and that change is therefore necessary.  

 

Mathisen et al. (2008) found harassment of apprentices to occur frequently in professional kitchens 

and to result in severe negative consequences. We wish to illuminate the early stages of forming a 

functioning chef in order to argue how complexity takes place in gender relations and leadership 

dynamics where the introduction of new chefs can promote tensions for enabling adaptability. Sexual 

harassment toward students in the kitchen is called “Quid Pro Quo”, and Lu and Kleiner (2001, p. 

193) referred to it as uneven power relations whereby threats or rewards are used to gain sexual favors. 

Furthermore, Mathisen et al. (2008) explained how apprentices are especially exposed to bullying 

behavior due to their position in the socialization situation. Mathisen et al. (2008) argued that 

apprentices were more sensitive to impressions, and it is possible that their acceptance of negative 

treatment as a natural part of their practice serves to reinforce, institutionalize, and make it more 

prominent. Consequently, this can harm both individuals and the restaurant (Mathisen et al., 2008). 

Thus, this negative impact indicates whether adaptability can emerge or not.  
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Moreover, the rationale for why this industry generates and tolerates high levels of harassing behavior 

can be found in its work structures. Rowley and Purcell argued that “abuse is often a result of stress 

in the workplace, arising from job overload, understaffing and unrealistic task criteria” (2001 p. 653). 

As previously explained, the kitchen can be compared to other uniformed services (Fine, 1996), which 

explains how working in a kitchen team is not dissimilar to a squadron entering battle. Bloisi and 

Hoel (2008) stated that tightly-knit teams, uniforms, and an authoritarian and hierarchical 

management style are cultural characteristics that comply with shouting and the use of threats as a 

daily routine when pressure is at its highest level in kitchens. The pressure chefs experience during 

service time leads to stress, which they thus use to justify their aggressive or harassing behavior rather 

than identifying themselves as bullies (Johns & Menzel, 1999, as cited in Bloisi & Hoel, 2008). Bloisi 

and Hoel (2008) explained that the perpetrator may have been bullying and causing harm out of a 

belief that they were motivating the achieving of goals. This rationale for why bullying is so 

widespread in kitchen cultures may explain the need for robustness as an essential chef trait (Bloisi 

& Hoel, 2008). Bloisi and Hoel (2008) claimed therefore that the acceptance of abusive behavior 

stems from the hardiness developed throughout the socialization process, which itself is essential for 

survival within the industry.   

  

Ineson, Yap, and Whiting (2013) wrote about how homosexual harassment is an aspect of kitchen 

culture. Pillard (1991) proposed that where homosexual men are stereotyped as more feminine than 

heterosexual men, the reverse is the case for homosexual women. Mims and Kleiner (1998) reported 

that the majority of homosexual harassment was perpetrated by men who perceive homosexual men 

as feminine, which is an argument for the irrelevance of one’s sex. It is rather how the chef performs 

and presents themselves which can expose them to harassment. This supports our view that both 

genders who act in a masculine fashion in the kitchen are less likely to be exposed to sexual 

harassment, whereas acting in a (stereotypically) feminine manner likely results in oppression and 

harassment. The purpose of uncovering harassment with the irrelevance of one’s sex is to emphasize 

how the contradictions are products of complex gender relations.  

 

 



43 

3.3 Leadership theory  
Uhl-Bien defined leadership as “a social influence process through which emergent coordination 

(e.g., evolving social order) and change (e.g., new approaches, values, attitudes, behaviors, 

ideologies) are constructed and produced” (2006, p. 654). To conclude what chefs’ conversations 

about gender, harassment, and leadership reveals about leadership dynamics in kitchens—as well as 

how complexity leadership can facilitate adaptation—we must discuss selected leadership concepts 

in order to explain the gender diversity and harassment phenomenon and its confrontation.  

 

3.3.1 Individual and relational leadership perspectives 

Two different perspectives of leadership have been applied in our analysis of contradictions in chefs’ 

kitchen discourse. These are applied to argue that complexity and adaptability emerge through 

tensions in chefs’ discourse contradictions. Pittinsky and Simon (2007) argued that leadership, in an 

individual leader-centered perspective, relates to galvanizing a team, and creating a unity of purpose 

and alignment toward a common goal. Additionally, Jackson and Parry (2008) referred to an 

individual’s ability to influence a group of people to adopt a particular idea. In contrast, Uhl-Bien 

(2006) examined leadership as a process of social construction, and Follet (1926) as a function that 

needs to be fulfilled, which is a more subordinate way of viewing leadership compared to the 

predominant leader-follower perspective (Maak & Pless, 2006). Viewing the relational in comparison 

to the individual leadership perspective in the discourse is highly interesting because we understand 

a leader to describe leadership in such a way as to reveal their individual viewpoint, whereas their 

full language reveals the relational dynamics of leadership. This allows us to consider processes that 

explain the social dynamics of leadership. These processes will be described as highly complex by 

Uhl-Bien and Arena’s (2017) definition of leadership and can explain how (as emphasized earlier in 

3.1.2.5) kitchens transition to foster what Koutroumanis et al. (2015) explained as a ‘we’ rather than 

an ‘I’ mindset among individual employees.  

 

Moreover, where the individual perspective seeks to identify attributes or behaviors of individual 

leaders, the relational perspective focuses on communication processes, such as dialogues, through 

which relational realities are made (Hosking et al., 1995, as cited in Uhl-Bien, 2006). In the latter, a 

discourse that evolves from a dialogue can be described as a dialectical movement where conflict 

between human phenomena allows meaning to emerge in the “space between” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 

664). The individual leader-centered approach is described by Uhl-Bien (2006) to focus on the 
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importance of interpersonal relationships, while relational perspectives foreground relatedness. 

Therefore, as Uhl-Bien argued, the individual perspective views leadership as already “being 

organized,” (2006, p. 664) while the relational perspective considers leadership to be a “process of 

organizing” (2006, p. 664). When laying the basis for analyzing leadership in the restaurant industry, 

we must first separate the two while simultaneously identifying them as two perspectives of 

leadership that can complete each other.  

 

3.3.2 Complexity leadership theory 

Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) identified Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) as an approach that lays 

the basis for understanding how change and adaptability occur in everyday human interaction. Arena 

and Uhl-Bien claimed that “CLT proposes that adaptability, which enhances performance and 

innovation, occurs in the everyday interactions of individuals acting in response to pressures and 

opportunities in their local contexts” (2016, p. 23). Complexity is associated with “rich 

interconnectivity”, meaning that when actors interact, they change and influence “one another in 

unexpected and irreversible ways” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p.1). In the presence of rich 

interconnectivity, adaptive space can evolve as a network structure that “...plays in the pressures 

created by complexity challenges and allows agents to interact in ways that generate emergence and 

new adaptive order for a system” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p. 3). Adaptive spaces can generate novel 

ideas, innovation, and learning in systems (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Understanding the complexity, 

rich interconnectivity, and the emergence of adaptive spaces will not only allow us to study kitchen 

cultures, but also to connect it to how leadership can change the status quo by enabling adaptability.  

 

3.3.3 Enabling adaptability 

For leadership to allow adaptability and change of kitchen cultures to occur, several conditions must 

be in place. Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) argued adaptability to be the ability to change and lead in a 

complex world. First, adaptability needs to be enabled by leaders engaging in the creation of 

conditions that lead to ‘emergence’ (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Emergence is “the creation of new 

order that happens when agents (e.g., people, technology, information, resources) in a networked 

system combine together in an environment poised for change to generate the emergence of 

something that did not exist previously” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p. 2). Second, the disruption to 

the system caused by pressure and tensions can result in increased adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2017). Hierarchies typically obstruct adaptability as they can threaten the maintenance of the 
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established order (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). As hierarchical organizations are resistant to change, 

those who attempt to instigate it are often discarded as agents hostile to the system (Uhl-Bien & 

Arena, 2017). This could be an explanation to Ferguson’s (2004) claim that kitchen systems oppose 

change (Ferguson, 2004). While hierarchical systems seemingly prevent change, adaptability cannot 

occur as constant change and rich interconnectivity are required conditions (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2017).  

 

To further enable adaptability Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) proposed enabling leaders who work to 

nurture and protect the adaptive function where they use complexity as a tool with which to solve 

complex issues. These leaders must be able to stand in opposition to others in order to open up 

adaptive spaces, while simultaneously being humble enough to distance themselves for others to 

create tension (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). The understanding of enabling leaders is essential for our 

claim about how more adaptive ways of addressing gender dynamics, harassment, and leadership in 

the kitchen can enable chefs to acknowledge their role in maintaining the current state and converse 

about how to transform it by exploring a new adaptive space. 

 

3.3.4 Framing problems and leadership 

Grint (2005) argued that how a problem is framed should be the decisive factor for leadership action. 

Chefs framing problems differently can explain the occurrence of contradictions in the discourse. If 

a problem is considered ‘critical’ (i.e., it is low in uncertainty and rather urgent), leadership can 

provide quick and clear instruction on how to act (Grint, 2005). Furthermore, while ‘tamed’ problems 

may be more complicated and uncertain than critical ones, they likely repeat so often as to enable 

leadership to know exactly how to solve them (Grint, 2005). Lastly, problems described as ‘wicked’ 

are complex, highly uncertain, and have no correct answers. Here, leadership typically must turn to 

highly collaborative resolutions (Grint, 2005). When questioning is encouraged in wicked problems, 

we argue, like Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017), that tensions which enable adaptability can arise. For 

example, when women choose to neglect the difficulties related to being female chefs (Albors-

Garrigos et al., 2020; Haddaji et al., 2017), they frame the problem as less than wicked by solely 

focusing on the positive sides. The opportunities to ask questions and create tensions to enable 

adaptability are consequently lost.  
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3.3.5 Masculine and feminine leadership stereotypes 

Ford stated that “recognition of the significance of the social context and socially constructed nature 

of leadership is of critical importance to the study of leadership discourses” (2006, p. 80). This is 

relevant in connecting leadership contradictions to gendered roles. Contradictions in discourses on 

leadership typically involve some elements of masculinity that reinforce male identities, thereby 

sustaining uneven gender relations in organizational life (Ford, 2006). Thus, the role of a leader is 

best understood through a hegemonic masculine interpretation, characterized by disembodiment and 

rationality (Ford, 2006). On the other hand, women are typically associated with feminine 

characteristics, such as caring and nurturing, which are considered more suitable to a domestic context 

(Ford, 2006). This creates a discourse where masculinity is appropriate to organizational life, whereas 

femininity is not (Ford, 2006). Hence, Ford (2006) argued that women downplay their gender identity 

and try to blend in with the masculine leader stereotype. This is supported by several studies which 

report how women try to fit in by adopting ‘masculine’ styles, being tough and aggressive, or adopting 

a cold professional approach (Calas & Smircich, 1996; Collinson & Collinson, 1996; Fletcher, 2004; 

Marshall, 1995, as cited in Ford, 2006).  

 

While Ford (2006) characterized the post-heroic leadership style as feminine due to its being softer, 

more empathetic, and relational, the hegemonic masculine leadership style is characterized by more 

individualistic and assertive behavior. Society more often associates masculinity with the ideal 

manager of organizational structures, cultures, and practices. Fournier and Kelemen (2002) claimed 

that the feminine picture of emotions and sexuality is associated with being subordinate, which 

contributes to masculine leadership being deemed the most effective. This notion illuminates that 

conversations about gendered job roles are complex because they are maintained by constant 

interaction that emphasizes the differences between them. 

 

3.3.6 Power relations of the patriarchy and meritocracy 

While the patriarchy naturally provides privilege to males (Johnson, 1990), such as promoting males 

to positions of power (as in kitchens), Young (1993) explained meritocracy as another power system 

that promotes ability and talent over social status and gender. We shed light upon meritocracy to 

highlight that an opposite power system to the patriarchy can possibly diminish gender diversity and 

harassment in kitchens. The structure that leads to the subordination of women in kitchens reveals 

another discussion on how leadership and power relations can be gendered. Beechey (1979) argued 
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that understanding power relations between male domination and female subordination would enable 

us to see what systems organizations operate in. Ford (2006) further argued that gendered institutions 

support males because of the male-oriented manner in which the system was built. Thus, kitchens 

support the patriarchy when masculinity becomes the superior trait of a successful chef. 

 

3.3.7 Organizational and individual goals 

Alongside an organization’s objectives, Watson (2006) argued that its members each have their 

individual goals they seek to obtain through their membership. Watson (2006) viewed organizations 

as a set of relationships and understandings which are always emergent, which he defined as a 

process-relational way of looking at organizing and managing. Viewing kitchens as organizations 

through discourses with a process-relational lens facilitates our exploration of the processes’ 

practicalities. Watson (2006) pointed out a fundamental organizational contradiction in that, while 

organizations use people for their purposes, so too do individuals use organizations to achieve their 

own goals. Thus, people and organizations negotiate an order to act to achieve certain ends, and 

thereby create what Watson (2006) referred to as a ‘paradox of consequences’. A paradox of 

consequences occurs when the initial goal is not achieved due to human elements or the complexity 

of process-relational processes (Watson, 2006). The negotiated order demonstrates the end result 

contrary to the pre-set and expected outcome (Watson, 2006), which demonstrates the rich 

interconnectivity of all processes in an organization. Simply put, the actors affect each other in 

irreversible ways often resulting in pivoting (Arena & Uhl-Bien, 2016). Furthermore, people depend 

upon give-and-take processes with others and organizations, known as strategic exchanges (Watson, 

2006). Actors in kitchens will inevitably act with regard to their contact with others in the context of 

their broader career projects. This eventually leads to organizations being nothing more than a series 

of complex interactive clusters of strategic exchanges (Watson, 2006), making individual goals 

nonexistent without the relational and organizational goals, and vice versa. This illuminates the 

relevance for breaking organizations down to networks of human interactions and the applicability of 

arguing that these interactions are what lead to complexity in gender relations and leadership 

dynamics in kitchens.  
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3.4 Takeaways  
The theoretical foundation for our research has been elaborated upon so as to argue that there are 

distinct cultural characterizations of the kitchen that impact how gender diversity and harassment are 

perceived and conversed about in the industry. Research on the topic suggests that kitchens induce 

an environment where leadership dynamics and organizational cultures are highly gendered and 

masculinist. Furthermore, this section has emphasized the importance of the distinction between sex 

and gender, and how these are systematically stereotyped, which in turn further highlights the framed 

issues we seek to explore. We have further presented concepts of leadership theory which we have 

applied for analyzing and discussing data and findings with the goal to explain how adaptability can 

be enabled for transforming the discourse about gender, diversity, and leadership dynamics through 

complex human interactions. On the basis of this literature review, we seek to fill the gap in 

knowledge where leadership dynamics can lead to cultural change in kitchens. The following section 

contains the presentation of our data and findings.  
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CHAPTER 4: TEACHING CASE AND ANALYSIS 
 

In this chapter, we present our data from interviews written in the form of a teaching case with the 

purpose to provide evidence for our findings and lay the basis for our analysis. From our interviews 

with chefs in Norway and Denmark, we encountered four contradictions in their discussions regarding 

gender relations, harassment, and leadership dynamics. First, the chefs we interviewed said they 

welcome women colleagues and femininity in the kitchen. But to make this point they often drew on 

a masculinist discourse that promotes the assumption that women chefs need to behave more like men 

in order to achieve success in the kitchen. Second, the same chefs said they have established clear 

rules regarding workplace environment and behavior toward others in their kitchen. But the jargon 

they employ often break or undermine those same rules. Third, the chefs we interviewed stress the 

importance of collaboration in the kitchen. But they discuss the notion of collaboration in terms of 

individual achievement, competition, and meritocracy that reinforce a predominantly masculinist 

discourse. Last, the chefs we interviewed claim to know what good leadership is. But the ways in 

which they talk about exercising leadership often contradict or depart from their claims.  

 

 

In this analysis, we found the chefs we interviewed all talk about the need for a more diverse and 

collaborative workplace, but they do so in ways that highlight the persistence of an individualized, 

competitive, and masculinist discourse about gender and leadership dynamics in the kitchen. By 

applying CLT to chefs’ discourse we explain how the four contradictions can facilitate the emergence 

of more adaptive ways of addressing gender dynamics and harassment in the kitchen. We argue that 

if chefs want to cultivate a more adaptive manner of addressing gender dynamics and harassment, 

they would first need to recognize these contradictions and acknowledge their role in perpetuating 

them. We then argue that if the chefs embrace and explore these contradictions it can contribute to 

the emergence of an adaptive space for the transformation of gender, diversity, and leadership 

dynamics in the kitchen. 
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4.1 Teaching case 

This case is composed as a merger of a collection of interviews. All quotes and incidents are real 

stories but did not occur in the exact sequence or context, as we have compressed the personalities 

and perspectives of a number of people, as well as people our participants have discussed with us, 

into the characters presented. We have done our utmost through thorough discussion to provide a 

realistic case that shows the different takes that appeared in interviews. This case is not an exact 

picture of what occurs in every kitchen, but rather a realistic dilemma that emerged from our 

perceptions of the kitchen dynamics our data and findings depict. We have written the case in this 

manner because of the sensitive nature of the material and the issues of confidentiality.  

 

Nordic Case House Collaboration 

We have been invited into the CBS initiative Nordic Case House, the lifelong learning project, who 

suggested for us to use our data to create a teaching case for creating a narrative around our findings. 

We found this initiative interesting because the method allows us to present a narrative that is our 

interpretation of the chefs’ discourse. In the case, the discourse appears, and thus the contradictions 

which we explain and highlight in the backing analysis. Our teaching case is a composition of all our 

interviewees’ discourse and narratives, which ultimately makes the case function as evidence for our 

claims. By this teaching case, we seek to display the complexity of gender relations and leadership 

dynamics in restaurants. 
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Boiling bearnaise and blurry boundaries 
 
“I have slapped someone's ass, both apprentices, chefs, and head chefs. You kind of learn whose ass 

you can slap” (#3, 2021). 

 

(From the voice of Head Chef P.) 

At Noir, we are a team of six chefs working together to provide incredible gastronomic experiences 

for full tables every night. We strive to leverage the changes of the Nordic seasons as well as our 

proximity to a wealth of unique, local food producers and suppliers to serve food that is innovative 

in terms of both taste and appearance. Additionally, we take part in the transition towards a more 

green and vegetarian menu which both gives us a whole specter of new opportunities as well as an 

eye-opener for many of our customers. The restaurant itself invites guests to join a journey where one 

dish complements the other. We strive to create an atmosphere where guests feel they are welcome 

and taken care of, but also feel they are part of something special. Tonight was one of the more 

important nights, as it was the premiere of our new menu consisting of local products. The whole 

team had been part of the creative development process and we were all thrilled to finally release the 

dishes. Everything had run smoothly over the course of the night and the atmosphere was vibrant 

amongst smiling and chattering guests. I thought to myself it was a great success for the team, myself, 

and Noir. I was outside the kitchen at the end of the service, receiving compliments from guests when 

I suddenly heard screaming and earsplitting crashes from pans hitting the floor. Politely, I told the 

customers I would be back in a second and rushed inside the kitchen to see what had happened. My 

team surrounded Julia and Victor. The shock and the fury between them were palpable. Victor 

shouted that Julia threw a ball of ice in his face, while Julia accused Victor of mixing salt in her drink. 

She said that his vicious behavior had continued for long enough. Before I was able to react, Victor 

bundled his knives together and left the kitchen.  

 

I was left outraged. I couldn’t understand what had just happened at the time, and frankly, I still don’t. 

Now, I am still angry and provoked because situations like this can not occur in our kitchen and I 

won’t tolerate them. Especially on a night where we release a new menu. At that moment, I was most 

concerned with a quick fix so we could serve the final waiting tables. On the other hand, I wanted to 

send everybody home. However, ruining the dining customers’ evening was not an option, so I told 

the team that the show must go on without Victor, and I will deal with this later. Even though we 
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(barely) managed to pull through, I now see that the situation requires immediate reaction. I 

understand now that there is more to this situation than what I first contemplated.  

 

Business perspective of Noir 

Since I entered Noir 5 years ago and seized the position of head chef, the restaurant has grown to be 

the most important aspect of my life. I am proud of how we serve sustainable and creative culinary 

experiences in the center of Copenhagen. Noir was established several decades ago and has since had 

many owners and names. The restaurant is well known because the building lies right by the sea and 

used to house traveling seafarers. It has always been a center for food experiences, but back in the 

days, they used to serve simple household food for a cheap price. It has since advanced into becoming 

a restaurant with a renomé reaching beyond the borders of Denmark. In 2010, the Mendoza couple 

bought the restaurant and renovated it. As much as I wish this was my own place, I have to report to 

them. Their objective is to obtain a star in the Michelin guide by the end of the year, which I highly 

support, but it requires a strict regime for all parts of the business where all chefs must follow orders 

and are consistent in their performance. We already have a favorable reputation amongst customers 

and competitors, so it should not be out of reach. We target customers who are willing to pay a bit 

more for a fuller and more extravagant food experience, but we keep it to a level where ‘black tie’ is 

not a requirement. Furthermore, the Mendozas have a great focus on financial return as they run three 

other restaurants, and they trust me with managing positive numbers as they are a busy couple with 

no capacity to make all decisions on the lower level. I have managed to do so, we experience an 

increase in revenue each year and we have a healthy cash flow. That they leave me with managing 

the Michelin objective while simultaneously maintaining a profitable restaurant definitely puts the 

pressure on me. I kind of like how it feels to run my own restaurant and I think that we have somewhat 

aligned objectives and a good flow in communication when needed. Although we do good, I am a bit 

more concerned about how and in what we should invest to reach the goal. Regarding the conflict I 

am faced with, as much as I would like, I cannot escalate employees who slow down productivity to 

the Mendozas and it is up to me to make the choices that will not hinder their operations.  

 

Environment at Noir  

My perception of the Noir kitchen team has always been that we are a good match in terms of cooking 

skills who also thrive in each other's company. I believe in having a good working environment that 

enhances individual performance, so I will always go the extra mile to help people thrive. We 
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normally have fun at work, but I know from other restaurants that altercations have occurred over 

time in response to typical dark-kitchen humor. Therefore, I, in collaboration with the team, created 

a very specific handbook (Appendix 2), based on my previous experiences and what we consider an 

optimal environment, that we all are required to follow to maintain respect for each other.  

 

Like at my former workplaces, I observe at Noir a sharp distinction between prep time and service 

time which often makes the atmosphere fluctuate. The prepping time is often nice, we play music, 

and we have that ‘mise en place’ with a hint of camaraderie between us colleagues. But once the door 

opens, and the customers enter the restaurant, the atmosphere changes quickly. The music is shut 

down, and a new apron and the chef’s hat come on. Then the rude language is on the tip of the tongue 

for the chefs, and if someone does something wrong or you make a mistake the focus will often fall 

on this. This is the nature of the kitchen, and it can foster certain aggression that maybe not all are 

comfortable with.  

 

We are all seemingly on the same page regarding the objective of satisfying the customer. Providing 

quality food to all customers on time makes the environment fast-paced, and if we cannot accomplish 

this, the customers will not return. They leave large sums of money at our place with the expectation 

of a specific kind of experience. This makes teamwork critical, which we all recognize. However, I 

give room for personal growth, and for example, with the new menu, I included contributions from 

all the staff.  

 

P.s perceptions of the team at Noir 

My team is a collection of very talented chefs with different qualities. When I hire people, I always 

make sure that they are highly skilled at something I am not, so that we can complement each other. 

This implies that very different people are working together, and it is my job to make it work. 

 

Julia is the best chef I have ever hired. Her creativity and precision are outstanding, and the way she 

tackles time pressure yields better overall performance. She is great at what she does and has great 

organizing skills. As she is an ambitious and hard-working chef, I am considering giving her more 

responsibility to make her stay at Noir rather than leave for a competitor. I probably couldn’t run this 

restaurant so efficiently without her. That she would throw something at a colleague is surprising to 

me and highly disappointing. I would have expected more from her, especially on such an important 
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occasion as this menu release. She had been working hard and had endured long hours, so I can 

understand to some degree her snapping at Victor, but getting violent is not tolerated by any means.  

 

On the other hand, Victor is just as ambitious and his skills in the kitchen are rather exceptional. I 

have never seen anyone with knife skills like his and he delivers premium quality in his cutting of 

ingredients. As he is humorous, energetic, and loosens up the group when the pressure reaches a high 

point, I see him as the glue that holds the team together. I think everyone likes him. That being said, 

he does have a tendency to take a joke or a prank too far sometimes– though always with a smile. I 

have seen some of the others telling him when they do not find him funny, but he always apologizes 

and stops. I have never seen him as angry as tonight, and seeing him leave the situation like he did 

make me wonder if there was something that I should have noticed earlier?  

 

Sebastian, the apprentice in our team, was also present when the fight began. He is such a clever guy, 

and I notice how he is part of a new generation of chefs. He has a stronger voice than what we had in 

the past. When I was an up-and-coming chef, we were just told to shut up and peel potatoes, or to do 

the dishes as punishment when we could not manage something. Sebastian has the ability to evolve 

and advance in the chef profession and really meet the demands from not only customers but also 

society. I can tell that he is more mature than I was as an apprentice. Although, this might be due to 

apprentices, in general, entering the chef profession at an older age now than earlier and therefore 

they have more life experience, which makes them better fit to tackle the harsh kitchen environment. 

Society has also changed, and even though the importance of strict kitchen roles stands strong, the 

threshold for speaking up is now lower. One could say there is more respect for apprentices now, 

which is a good change. When I got into the kitchen to investigate the spectacle, Sebastian actually 

spoke up to explain to me that Julia was worked up over time, how he was in on this joke, and that 

he was very sorry for the outcome. Julia seemed to accept his apology and narrowed her anger towards 

Victor. Sebastian further told her he could understand her feeling inferior as the only one of two 

women in the kitchen. She shook her head as if that was not the reason. 

 

Experiences with harassment and gender issues 

Sebastian’s comments struck me, as I have seen a few long-lasting and intense issues of physical 

bullying and the psychological type of harassment taking place between colleagues in diverse 

kitchens. These have always been difficult to address, and I have seen my previous managers struggle 



55 

to cope with them, as there often seems to be no right or wrong decision––or rather all decisions 

resulting badly. I believe one of the reasons why such behavior occurs is due to the immense pressure 

we have to put up with. It is like being in a pressure cooker 6-7 days a week 12-16 hours a day. There 

are high expectations to perform and the delivery of quality. These expectations are also very specific 

and if you don’t meet these quality requirements, you can lose your job because there are 500 others 

who wait in line to take your job. The head chef can suddenly say that you don’t have any more 

chances and then you’re out. I have seen someone being fired illegally and forced to leave the same 

day. I would, of course, never do something like this, but I get how this mindset comes about because 

I have been scared to be fired myself.  

 

It is a sad reality, as it appears from a Norwegian report (Appendix 3), that the restaurant industry has 

some of the highest numbers of reported incidents concerning sexual harassment towards women, 

which in my opinion is representative of all Nordic countries. Women are oftentimes exposed to 

sexual comments and male chefs calling them names or touching them inappropriately. How I see it, 

this is just part of the industry. It is difficult to change as it is very inherent. It is almost like if you 

have to “take it or leave it” (Appendix 4), as you know it will occur. However, a lot is changing, and 

I want to be part of this movement towards ending harassment in restaurants, as I find it both 

unacceptable and energy draining. I want the focus to be on the food experiences and the creativity 

chefs bring to the table. The negative focus that comes from harassment in kitchens is overwhelming 

and all-consuming, and we need it to decrease. Over the last decade, I have seen the new driving 

forces in society––for example the social movement #MeToo––impacting how both males and 

females are more aware and careful towards sexual comments. I believe that the #MeToo movement 

has shed light upon this grey zone that obviously exists, which makes any conflict regarding power 

relations and sexual harassment difficult to manage. I have always been proud to say that we have 

worked our way around such issues at Noir as we have a good tone of voice with each other. Having 

said that, I now question my perception of Julia’s experiences in our kitchen.  

 

I remember one time when I was still an apprentice, there was another female chef who was verbally 

abused by her colleagues. They commented on her boobs and ass every time she went by, and it was 

a constant conversation. She had a hard time telling this to her manager as he was a part of it, and 

eventually, she left for another kitchen. I think the team did this to enhance their own position by 

pulling someone else down, and I remember thinking it was immoral. Maybe they regarded her as 
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competition or maybe they did not even understand what they were doing to her. As an observer, it 

seemed quite rough for her to be harassed in this way, so it would, on the other hand, be strange if 

none of them understood. I wish I had dared to speak up, but I thought it was better for me in my 

position to just leave it. Today, I would definitely have taken action. Therefore, I am very concerned 

when people tell me something is not right, and I want to take on and fix issues at the root of the 

problem immediately so as to prevent them from growing.  

 

I have never experienced anything I would classify as harassment towards myself, but I have been 

called by names I disliked. However, I never felt like telling management because there is something 

about choosing your battles, and this was never worth fighting for. Being called by names is often a 

sign of acceptance and part of being close and family-like as a group in the restaurant industry. Name-

calling can be a way of showing affection in the chefs’ milieu. This makes it difficult to figure out 

the boundaries for when to speak up because you are afraid of losing this acceptance. I believe that 

the worst cases of cross-border name calling will eventually come to the surface, but I also think 

many have difficulties telling how they feel about the work environment.  

 

Over the past years, more women have been choosing the chef profession (Appendix 5). I like this 

gender balance, and I strive to have the same amount of male and female chefs in the kitchen. I think 

that the atmosphere becomes professional and calm when we have female chefs in the kitchen, and 

the males tend to stay nice with each other and the females. Especially since the introduction of 

#MeToo, males think carefully before commenting or touching female chefs. I think this is a step in 

the right direction, but it also leads to confusion. I also think that line is very difficult to find, and our 

industry has been very masculine driven, and to suddenly have these conversations about just 

behaving nicely and not slapping anybody’s ass, everyone is like; well that's what we always have 

done, now I don’t know what to do. This change is very visible as the boys have over the recent years 

started to pull themselves together because it became something scary with performing #MeToo-

worthy actions. After #MeToo became a thing, males could be convicted for those acts compared to 

before when they couldn’t. Before the #MeToo movement, men could be as improper as they wanted 

and nobody was taken for it. So I register that men notice that something is not right with how they 

have treated women, but there is still a way to go.  
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Reflections on leadership  

I want my team to be diverse, but it can be tough leading a diverse team. Every chef brings different 

skills to the table, but also different personality traits. Like many other head chefs, I have been chosen 

for my position based on my kitchen skills. However, I feel like my people skills are not bad either 

as I have been in the industry for a long time and know what works and not regarding different types 

of chefs. I believe I can empathize with everyone on my team because I have been in the same position 

as them throughout my career, though I am aware we are different people. Thus, I have never taken 

any leadership course, because I think the way I deal with my team is more than sufficient. Of course, 

it would have been interesting to go, and probably a few things to pick up, but there are simply not 

enough hours in the day to prioritize, especially since everything usually runs smoothly.  

 

There is no leadership school for chefs. We are leaders without being educated as leaders. We have 

access to taking courses, but no one really bothers taking the time. I think leadership is about learning 

how to dance, if you don’t have rhythm or coordination in your body you can’t learn how to dance, 

and it will never be as good as if you had it in you genetically. Therefore, from being in the business 

for as long as I have, you pick up a thing or two from what seems to work and not and learn to ‘dance’ 

from that.  

 

I also think that good leadership is about adjusting your behavior towards the person you are talking 

to. You have to treat people differently. There are different ways to coach apprentices. Some have to 

be pampered with, you almost have to give them a daily hug, pat them on the shoulder, and say that 

they are doing a great job. With others, you have to be very firm. I’m saying you should neither 

scream for them to improve nor pamper them. There is a fine line there.  

 

Your gender is also of significance. For me to become a good leader, I need to be masculine but also 

show a lot of female sides too. I think men need to adopt female sides, just like many female chefs 

adopt masculine. It goes both ways for both genders. One can still be a masculine man, but the 

feminine sides of a man will be more visible for others because it is not what society expects.  

 

Even though the most skillful chef abilities are the most appreciated in this industry, being a leader 

who leads the team into war is essential. I think that the best leaders are clearly those who do not take 

themselves very seriously, but who are involved and are willing to get their hands dirty. I strongly 
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believe in the power of example and having a hands-on approach, because I have more respect for 

those who work hard in the field, rather than hiding in the office and performing their power from 

there. I also think this is what every subordinate of a leader would appreciate as well. I have this 

vision that a leader should be part of the group and not put themselves on a pedestal.  

 

I perceive all chefs in my team to be highly ambitious, and like myself, never quit expanding our 

horizon to always advance to be the best version of our chef selves. Hence, I always expect that, when 

I show personal engagement for chefs in lower positions, they are loyal and trustworthy to me in 

return. I don’t expect anything beyond normal, like showing up in time for example. Nor do I expect 

perfection. However, if someone is lacking knowledge about execution, I expect them to tell me. And 

then I can push them, explain and show them what to do. I would rather have it that way than getting 

results below standard. This mindset has inherently been a huge part of my professional and personal 

life, and I believe that showing interest in the individual makes me a satisfactory leader. I put extra 

effort into them, but I expect their full effort in return. I have worked my ass off to get in this Head 

Chef position that I am currently in, and I won’t let any hiccup ruin my own nor the restaurant’s 

reputation like what could have been the case tonight.  

  

Additionally, the pressure from above impacts how I make a decision. Restaurant owners run in a 

relatively small circle, which means that if I screw something up, other possible employers will most 

likely be informed of my mistake. If I make a mess, I can imagine Mendoza would make sure I don’t 

get a job in another place. I appreciate the amount of trust the Mendozas delegate to me, and so far, I 

have only provided results surpassing their expectations by pushing the other chefs and finding better 

ways to organize our systems. All I have built up is for them and I would be devastated if they 

disapproved of a decision of mine as all my work at Noir would be in vain.  

 

Sous chef Julia’s story 

(From the voice of Julia)  

I was looking forward to tonight as many of the new dishes are products of the fieldwork I have done 

within my sustainable and local produce connections. Lately, we have worked day and night to 

finalize and perfect every dish and aspect of the new eating experience at Noir, and I have really put 

my soul into this. I have worked hard to become a sous chef, but I aspire to own my own restaurant 

one day. Noir is the fourth restaurant where I have been employed and it is unquestionably the most 
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high-end place I have worked for. What I love about being a chef is that it is a rough profession with 

a competitive element where you get to be very physically active, run around, and be part of 

everything. That is why I have stayed here for nearly 5 years as the environment here allows me to. 

Additionally, this place enables me to unfold my creative side. I love fiddling with details to enhance 

the esthetical side of food.  

  

Two years ago, I won the “Female chef of the year” prize, which really boosted the reputation of Noir 

as many critics and chefs paid attention to it and it gained massive coverage by the media. I also 

started getting headhunted by other restaurants. As much as I thought this was flattering, I am 

ambivalent to it, as I think it is discriminatory towards women. How I see it, such prizes are the result 

of a highly masculine industry to further make distinctions between gender. This distinction is also 

present at Noir. It is hard to make it in this extreme male-dominated environment, there is a lot of 

testosterone in one industry and you have to stand up for yourself to hold your respected position as 

a woman. I also think that, as a woman, you probably have to work five times harder than the males 

because of the prejudices and challenges of being a woman in the kitchen.  

  

The head chef, whose nickname is P., does not really understand how we don’t want to be ‘female’ 

chefs. I don’t wake up in the morning and reflect on how being female affects my occupation. I am 

just a chef like any other and my focus is solely on making good food. In our kitchen, it feels like 

they make a big deal out of my gender as they want to carry everything for me and refer to me as if I 

am a petite cute lady. I would like to be without this as I am not weak, and for sure not unfit for 

working in a kitchen.  

  

P. is the type of leader who has a good overview of our operations but lacks interpersonal skills, in 

my opinion. I am sure P. wants what is best for each of us, and they really go a long way by helping 

me personally when needed in terms of development. However, I feel that the group dynamics and 

my personal well-being are often ignored. Aggressive outbursts by P. are not uncommon under 

stressful circumstances, and it has happened more than once that frying pans and boilers get smashed 

onto the kitchen counter by their tough hand. Thus, this is not the person I would go to with my 

intimate issues as I don’t feel that we connect on a personal level.  

  



60 

My relationship with my colleagues is mostly fine, and I think we collaborate well to meet the 

standard we promise our customers when we get into the flow. We have a lot of fun during prep time, 

but some people do not seem to understand there is a time and a place for jokes and humor. I am 

especially tired of how Victor has become comfortable with calling me names like ‘honey’, ‘sweetie’, 

and ‘darling’. This is a gendered technique of domination I do not tolerate as I am in a higher position 

than him and he is to accept my orders regardless of my gender. He has been pushing my limits for 

months now with remarks I find rude, unacceptable jokes, and spontaneous fist bumps against my 

shoulders which I find harder than probably intended. However, when I try to tell him calmly and 

politely that he needs to stop, he will laugh and tell me to relax because we are friends.  

  

This night was a crucial night for me, but I understood quickly the others were not as serious as I was. 

I felt I had to pull the whole team through as P. was more concerned with what was happening front 

stage with the customers. After way too many hours on the floor, I was reaching my breaking point, 

and I treated myself with a Coke. Three sips in, I found the can to be infused with salt and I started 

choking uncontrollably. Victor laughed in such a disparaging way, asking me if I was salty tonight. I 

had had enough, picked up the closest item which happened to be a ball of ice from the ice machine 

and threw it towards him. I exploded–something I rarely do. I felt the tears pressing but managed to 

swallow, though it still tasted like salt. That he could not understand how unprofessional this was 

during our performance is unbelievable. Sebastian was quick to apologize for being in on this, but I 

was actually more upset with the disrespectful way Victor had been treating me in general.  

 

Senior chef Victor's story 

(From the voice of Victor) 

When I arrived at work this morning, I was well prepared and excited for the launch. We had 

rehearsed and polished our performance and menu for months, so I was confident we would do fine. 

For 2 years now, I have been working at Noir. Here, I get to use my greatest capabilities like being 

physically strong, agile, and juggling tasks under high pressure. I am also a team player and I feel 

that I am part of creating a fun environment. Food has always fascinated me, and I was a real food 

nerd when I was studying back in the day. Though the food was occupying my mind, my parents 

never approved of me wanting to be a chef. They told me the occupation was not good enough. After 

a couple of years of studying, I figured that I did not fit in with people working within knowledge-

based professions and chose to become a chef after all because I get to unfold myself as who I truly 
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am––a person who loves food. I belong here. My ultimate goal is to work as a head chef in a Michelin 

restaurant, and I am willing to work hard for Noir in achieving this. However, I believe we can have 

fun on the final way of getting there instead of changing the environment into dead serious war-prep. 

Some of the other chefs have gone all stoneface and will not accept the slightest attempt of loosening 

up the tension we have had lately. Especially, Julia, she seems to be very uptight at this point, in my 

opinion.  

 

I have a good relationship with all members of our team, and I like how we have our own inside jokes 

like fooling around with silly comments and slapping asses. I have slapped someone’s ass, both 

apprentices, chefs, and head chefs. You kind of learn whose ass you can slap. It is usually the guy’s 

asses you slap, and you avoid the girls because it’s kind of wrong. But the girls react sometimes 

because I think they feel excluded and a lesser part of the group and the ‘thing’ the guys have going 

on. When they react in this way, we normally answer that we are scared to slap their asses because 

we are afraid of them taking it the wrong way. Despite this, as long as we are aware of it, we go well 

along and amuse each other.  

 

Julia and I are normally good friends. She laughs at my jokes and can actually be quite funny too. 

Lately though, she seems to ignore us, and I can feel her putting up a wall that I feel I need to tear 

down somehow. Where we all strive to create the best concept we have ever had, she is obsessed with 

perfecting it. It sometimes feels like she leaves us out of her ideas on purpose, and all we want is for 

her to share more information and include us in her decisions. She also turned down one of my dish 

ideas in front of P., but then this almost exact replica with only a bit of a tweaked recipe popped up 

on the new menu. I was bothered by how someone could steal my idea, but I did not raise any 

obstacles to stop it since we are a team. All ideas are shared within the group anyway, and my 

superiors would not accept me making a big deal out of this. You have to accept such hits once in a 

while.  

 

P. is a bit self-indulgent this way. We are always welcome to introduce new ideas for processes or 

dishes, but when it comes down to it, P.’s premises are the sole basis for decisions. I still find P. to 

be a role model though. All that has been accomplished at Noir is super impressive, so I know I learn 

a lot by being around P. and staying within good graces. I find P. to be a leader with a firm hand, but 

the same hand can typically disregard several substantial aspects of a situation. Further, P. can be 
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difficult to read and can blow up at the most unexpected times. I sometimes feel intimidated, and I 

can often feel insecure if I did well enough.  

 

When Julia started acting in this bossy manner tonight, P. seemed to disregard what was happening 

in the kitchen. Julia got grumpier every hour and told us we did not carry out our tasks as we had 

drilled. At one point she got over to my counter and started messing with my bearnaise sauce, which 

annoyed me. She was scared I would let it boil, but of course, I know how to make it and that it is not 

supposed to boil. I have made this sauce a hundred times and I am not stupid. I told her I can do my 

job, that she needs to take it down a notch, and that we are doing more than good enough. The others 

also seemed to be tired of Julia acting as she did, so I thought we could loosen up the atmosphere a 

bit. I pulled Sebastian aside and told him to go pour salt in Julia’s Coke since he was closest to her 

workstation. He agreed and did as I told him. Moments later Julia coughs up the liquid all over the 

floor. It was hilarious. The rest of the team was giggling over the way she danced over the floor to 

get water. Of course, I felt vaguely bad, but I am sure this was just as much a prank she could have 

pulled on me too. I knew she could take it, and besides, we had a laugh together.  

 

I turned around and continued my task. Suddenly, I felt a painful smash towards the back of my head. 

I noticed the ball of ice on the floor and felt the temperature rising in my face. As I turned around, I 

heard Julia scream at me. It was like smoke flooding out of her ears but I could not really get a hold 

of what she was saying due to the dizziness from the hit. I was just as angry. Why did she throw such 

a dangerous object at me? I could have needed first aid, but I was lucky. When P. arrived, he started 

screaming towards both of us. I had enough of Julia’s behavior for the evening, but the glass ran over 

when P. started shouting at me too. I decided it was best to leave for the night before I did something 

regrettable, so I left.  

 

Apprentice Sebastian’s story 

(From the voice of Sebastian) 

I was both excited and nervous tonight because it was my first launch where some of my ideas ended 

up as part of the dishes. I was curious to see the customer’s reaction. P. took me into Noir almost a 

year ago, and I have learned a lot from the team since then. It feels great to gain all this knowledge 

and they let me be independent and creative. I wanted to be a chef because it is a physical occupation 

where you get to constantly evolve and innovate, and no two days are alike. I have a long way to go, 
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but my dream is to run my own restaurant one day and maybe even write my own cookbook. Being 

an apprentice, I feel extra pressured to perform well. You kind of want to surpass all expectations to 

grow in range quicker while simultaneously finding your own way of doing things in the group. I 

have heard about how apprentices were treated way worse before.  

 

It is a very tough business, which I was completely aware of before entering, but I also had an idea 

that the industry was ‘loosening’ up. I hoped that head chefs would be more direct towards what they 

wanted, resulting in less yelling and more focus on reaching goals in collaboration with the whole 

team. I hoped to find a business that was not that crazy as the stories I heard before deciding to go 

into the chef profession. Fortunately, none of the crazy stories I have been told about apprentices have 

proven to be true for me, and I believe a lot has changed over the past years.  

  

At Noir, I would say the dynamics of our group are often shifting. We are a composition of very 

different people, and I am often unsure if we all know each other’s limits. Therefore, I choose to step 

carefully and show respect as I want to avoid any trouble and keep my focus straight towards 

becoming a better chef. I can tell that Victor is sometimes hitting a nerve with Julia, but she usually 

laughs with or just asks him to knock it off. I would not go about the way he does with her, but neither 

is it my place to interfere with whatever they have going on, so I always just stick to doing my job. 

Julia is actually quite tense in her attitude in pressured situations, so I can get Victor’s intentions. P. 

seems to accept the way we operate towards each other as long as we meet the requirements.  

  

When Victor asked me to spice up Julia’s drink, my first reaction was to decline. I thought it was best 

to stay out of trouble, and that it was rather uncool. Victor kept pushing and told me that he could not 

do it himself since she would notice if he suddenly was all the way over by her kitchen counter. He 

started telling me I was a ‘pussy’ and that I was boring to work with. That I needed to ‘grow a pair’. 

So, I gave in, because after all, it was just an innocent prank, and I want to be a part of the group. 

Seeing what played out after, I regret the whole thing. I now understand that Julia is more irritated 

with Victor than assumed, and I hope P. will take action to straighten this before it becomes a bigger 

issue for the whole team.  
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P. making a decision 

(Back to the voice of P.) 

Now, this turbulent evening is finally over, and what was just a place of lively visitors is now a dark 

and lonely chamber. I am glad that we managed to pull through, and luckily, seen from the outside, 

it was a success. I am folding the dirty tablecloths, still confused about what happened a couple of 

hours ago. What was one of the more important servings almost got ruined by my team losing focus, 

which is unacceptable. That Julia of all used physical violence leaves me speechless and I need to set 

an example that this is intolerable. Victor leaving the place like he did shows poor team spirit, and 

you should by no means leave your peers behind you like that in the middle of a battle. My sanctions 

and reaction to this will reflect who I am as a person, and I do not want anyone in my team to believe 

I am soft towards such behavior. It is simply reprehensible, and I want to keep the workplace 

professional. All sweat and tears are worth it for pursuing my passion for perfecting the art of cooking, 

and I can’t let this incident be a hindrance.  

  

I am locking the doors behind me and thinking of the sleepless night I am about to have. Tomorrow 

I need to get more insight into what is really going on and decide what action to take.  

 

4.2 Analysis  
The teaching case we have presented renders in narrative form the contradictions and tensions that 

we uncovered in our interviews which we will analyze in the following section. As mentioned from 

the outset, our research has uncovered four evident contradictions in the ways that the chefs we 

interviewed talk about gender relations, harassment, and leadership dynamics. In this section, we will 

uncover and explain the contradictions present and how they persist in the collective discourse in our 

interviews. We do so in order to then discuss in section 5.2 how chefs can cultivate more adaptive 

ways of addressing gender dynamics and harassment. We claim that they would need to recognize 

these contradictions and acknowledge their role in perpetuating them. Further, we will discuss how 

embracing and exploring these contradictions can contribute to the emergence of an adaptive space 

for the transformation of gender, diversity, and leadership dynamics in the kitchen.  
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4.2.1 Contradiction #1 Regarding women in the kitchen  

Both male and female chefs we interviewed insisted that female chefs who exhibit what they 

characterized as feminine traits can enjoy success—as long as they fit into the kitchen. Behind this 

qualification lurks a contradiction, because they are also implying that women chefs need to adjust to 

the environment of the kitchen by acquiring certain masculine traits. We detected in our interviews 

an inner tension that takes place within female chefs between the desire to remain feminine or to give 

in to the pull towards becoming a part of the given kitchen culture and therefore assuming the 

aforementioned traits. Therefore, we find a confusion of separating sex and gender in the chefs’ 

statements. The chefs’ statements throughout our interviews about a need for balance and confusion 

of the separation between sex and gender demands us to further analyze underlying mechanisms for 

this contradiction appearing in the discourse.  

 

As we depict in the case, and as we found in our interviews, Julia inhabits what the chefs we 

interviewed described as both feminine and masculine traits as she for example likes to fiddle with 

details while simultaneously being individualistic, ambitious, and taking the lead role when P. is 

absent. Another female chef we interviewed stated that “it is very possible to be a female chef and 

have a high position in the hierarchy and simultaneously be respected as a woman with your feminine 

traits” (#1, 2021). Our data gathered from chefs of both genders suggests that they are optimistic 

about the fact that women and femininity are taking a more prominent role in many kitchens. Several 

women chefs we interviewed went so far as to argue that femininity actually suits the kitchen due to 

the increasing percentage of women in the industry.  

 

In the case we wrote based on our interviews, we portrayed the gender-neutral character P. as 

preferring gender balance in the kitchen, with the same number of male and female chefs. We had P. 

explain that the atmosphere becomes more professional and calm when women are present and that 

men act differently than they do when no women are present. We wrote the case this way because 

our male and female chef informants stated that gender balance is important for the environment and 

performance in the kitchen: 

I like to have women in the kitchen because I think the atmosphere and the culture become 

softer and a little better for everyone. Women are softer and have better organizing skills than 

males. I have always been aware of keeping that balance of genders, having the same amount 

of women and men. If you only have men in the kitchen, the tone of voice becomes very 
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aggressive and they have very dirty language, often with a sexual connotation. I never liked 

that. Therefore, balance is very important to me (#4, 2021). 

Another chef told us that: “in the best world, there would be half females, and half men” (#11, 2021). 

And a third claims:  

I think it is very important that we are equal and almost the same amount of each gender 

because it makes it easier to keep a good environment in the kitchen. Because, if there are too 

many males, it’s going to be like a lot of bad jokes… but if there are too many females, it is 

going to be more gossiping and too much talking… If you find a level where there is almost 

the same of both it makes a very good working environment… I think it is very important that 

there are both male and females. You also need to have people who respect each other because 

the business is so tough (#8 2021). 

 

In our case, we wrote that P. appreciated different personality traits in order to reflect that the chefs 

we interviewed implied heavily that their leadership style needs to take into account that people 

behave differently. The chefs we interviewed stated that diversity is difficult to approach and that the 

kitchen has traditionally been a place for misfits and people who have a hard time fitting into society. 

“The complex group of people makes it hard to be a leader, because there are so many different people 

with different backgrounds and different approaches to their work” (#4, 2021). The chefs we 

interviewed all stressed that high levels of performance were their primary concern, not gender or 

diversity. 

 

The chefs we interviewed stated that gender is irrelevant for success. At the same time, they also 

stressed that they strive for gender balance. The same chefs claimed repeatedly that personality traits 

determine how successful you can become as a chef. They continued to depict a perception that is 

inclined towards a specific type of personality for obtaining success in the occupation. As we heard 

from one interviewee: 

What it takes for a woman to succeed is what it takes for a man to succeed. It is hard work, 

perseverance, persistence, resilience––it is the same thing. Men and women manifest 

themselves into different scenarios, you may have to deal with different situations, but at the 

end of the day, these personality traits are what is going to make you succeed like they help 

anybody to succeed, I think (#9, 2021). 
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The chefs collectively included tough, hard, ambitious, individualistic, and supporters of the 

hierarchy as personality traits necessary for success. However, our interviewees also used these exact 

words to describe masculinity, emphasizing the contradiction in the chefs’ description of women 

taking on masculine traits when becoming chefs.  

 

This can also be emphasized by how our interviewed chefs talked about how members of the LGBTQ 

community were used to be included in the kitchen only to perform what they characterized as 

feminine behavior: “If you were gay, you behaved in such a [feminine] way that didn’t suit the kitchen 

- standing in flames with knives and stuff. A gay person would rather [e.g.] decorate the tables and 

put up flowers” (#4, 2021). This chef proceeded to explain how this has changed towards more 

acceptance of homosexuals becoming chefs but still is prominent in some kitchens. We can extract 

through this conversation how what chefs frame as feminine behavior regardless of sex is oppressed 

due to the masculine framings of kitchen cultures.  

 

Referring back to how chefs we interviewed emphasized how personality is important for obtaining 

personal success, we also consider this as part of a meta-contradiction. We find tension in how the 

chefs interviewed care about maintaining a gender balance while simultaneously stating that 

personality is crucial for success. Therefore, we question when they state that personality is the only 

thing that determines how success unfolds, then why would gender balance be a topic to discuss? The 

chefs explain this by societal changes, like gender roles, in general becoming more equal which in 

turn allows and attracts more women to the professional kitchen. Our interviewees used the increase 

in women entering the industry to explain why the industry now starts to question the current culture 

which promotes the masculinist art of the work.  
 

Still, despite kitchen cultures being framed dominated by masculinity, our interviewees claim to value 

feminine qualities in the kitchen. The nature of a kitchen, the high number of male employees, and 

the culture is emphasized as contributors to this, and the conversation about the pivoting kitchen 

cultures seemingly stems from more women entering the business. The male chefs we interviewed 

seem to value the gender balance changes they experience as they like that kitchen cultures are 

becoming less tough and more amiable as a result of a larger female presence. This is depicted in the 

quote:  

Females have their eyes more open for details than men… Boys are boys, we just run and we 

work. Females are more simple, they are quieter, they get the things done, and some of the 
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boys raise their voices and scream. That is because we (males) want to be heard. It’s the 

testosterone going everywhere. Female is just simple and very good at working in boxes. 

Females are more organized (#11, 2021). 

 

The female acquisition of masculine traits is described by the interviewees as part of the socialization 

process in kitchen cultures. Placing it in line with Crow and Glascock’s (1995) argument that a 

common part of the socialization process is there will be sanctions for those who do not follow the 

norm. Thus, when new chefs enter a kitchen culture they will naturally adapt to the dominant 

masculine culture to be accepted into the group. One chef acknowledged: “There are many chefs that 

quit at the age of 25 due to stress and the harsh environment… suddenly they reach a point where 

they cannot do it anymore” (#4, 2021). This implies that there are many factors of kitchen cultures 

that comprise the difficulties of coming into the kitchen as well as the work characteristics. The chefs 

we interviewed explain how especially apprentices are exposed to tough treatment as a method of 

selection, where only those that comply with the given culture stay, while the others are driven out. 

A female chef expressed about apprenticeships: 

You just have to settle in, and if you don’t settle in, you are not a part of the family, and I 

think in time, if you don’t speak up and know how to speak up in a proper way, you will 

actually get excluded from the group (#10, 2021). 

As expressed, we found that it is important for the environment and perception that chefs become a 

part of the ‘family’. Although personality was argued to be the most important and as we have 

uncovered, the cultures require female chefs to portray the masculine traits of the kitchen, which in 

turn determine chefs’ success and their suitability in the culture and said ‘family’.  

 

Johnson (1990) argued that the masculine performance culture will preform how you behave 

professionally and socially towards your colleagues, the patriarchal system forces every actor to act 

in a certain way, as they will follow the path of least resistance to further support the practice. This is 

what P. from our teaching case and our interviewees did when they thought it was not their place to 

speak up when a female chef was verbally abused. Though there are other ways to act. To not follow 

the prescribed performance culture and refuse to follow the path of least resistance, like how we 

portrayed Julia when she stood up for herself by not laughing with the others when she found salt in 

her Coke but rather performed a highly unexpected action. Still, to perform such aggression associates 

her more with masculinity and––like our male chef participants also emphasized about their female 
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colleagues––a better fit into the kitchen. We portrayed Julia as setting the standard for how she wants 

to be treated in a masculine way, which makes her more accepted by the kitchen team. We depicted 

her as trying to not take the path of least resistance, thereby making a tear in the patriarchal system, 

but also ending up reinforcing the masculinity on which it is based. From both the interviews and 

how we wrote the case we can extract that when a man chooses not to follow the path of least 

resistance, it will have a bigger impact than when a woman makes the same choice in the kitchen. 

Hence, it is tougher for women to win, as the men set the rules of the game. 

 

Nonetheless, it is apparent from the female chefs we spoke with that some chefs in their environments 

remain traditional and conservative. They find that they are not ready to accept that women and 

femininity take part in the leadership of the industry.  

There is a lot of prejudices where men almost expect women to be cute, pretty, and petite and 

they say that women don’t fit into the kitchen because it is the men who should give the orders 

and carry the heavy boxes (#1, 2021).  

Feminine traits are described by our interviewees as more relational, soft, democratic, and team-

focused. As confirmed by our data, these femininely described traits are not viewed as suitable for 

managing the pressures of the professional kitchen. For instance, in giving the strict orders that a 

kitchen in service requires, it is perceived that these characteristics are likely to slow down 

productivity. Femininity, as it is framed by our chef participants, is not suitable for taking part in 

leadership in kitchens, whereas masculinely described traits, such as giving orders and having 

physical strength, are highlighted as a necessity to perform well. As one female chef recalled:  

The South-European male chefs don’t like female chefs as leaders. I have experienced that a 

male chef from Portugal doesn’t like it when I talk harshly to him. In France for instance, I’ve 

experienced chefs who didn’t want to take the job because there was a female leader there. 

They didn’t tackle the fact that a woman had a higher position than them… (#1, 2021). 

Additionally, in this chef’s case, she needed to raise her voice and be aggressive to set a standard and 

be accepted by the male chefs. Thus, again we see a woman utilizing masculine traits to gain adequate 

respect from her male counterparts.  

 

The male chefs we interviewed claimed that female chefs can be even more aggressive than male 

chefs. However, this may be a perception and not an actuality. The chefs we interviewed expect that 

women will not perform such masculine actions, and therefore when they do it gains extra attention 
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from the men. One male chef mentioned: “I think many female chefs are more masculine than male 

chefs because they think they need to be more tough [than men]” (#11, 2021). While another stated 

that women in higher positions in the kitchen can be “real assholes” (#3, 2021) and that: 

The females I’ve been working with have been just as bad, or actually worse than the men. 

They are like: ooh he hit me in the ass and grabbed me, but the last three females I’ve had [in 

his staff] grabbed the boys by their balls (#11, 2021).  

The male chef participants are shocked by such behavior from women, as it is not expected of them, 

and thus perceive it as extraordinary aggression.  

 

This further sheds light upon the complex situation at hand––that while female chefs have their 

preconceptions of how men behave in the kitchen, so do male chefs have their preconceptions of how 

women behave. However, these conceptions are fluctuating, as we find both genders perform both 

their own and their opposite gender’s preconceived actions. Thus, we cannot put femininity and 

masculinity into two different boxes, because how we perceive the traits will be based on each chef’s 

personal perception. However, we can analyze this through the culture and socialization process and 

how we see both masculinity and femininity adjust towards an equilibrium between the gender roles 

in the kitchen. Yet, despite this, masculinist discourse will persist as long as both genders reinforce 

the masculinity of kitchen cultures. Therefore, femininity will continue to be framed as the victim of 

the dominant culture and suppresses its own nature.  

 

From the above, we find that regardless of a chef’s gender, masculinity is dominating when cooking 

professionally. When we, based on our interviews, wrote about our genderless case protagonist P., 

we portrayed them as a persona that can be perceived as either feminine or masculine. What the chefs 

we interviewed described as femininity is depicted by P.’s focus on cooperation and empathy with 

everyone on the team. Whereas masculinity appears with P.’s drive to achieve individual goals. We 

constructed P. as a symbol of the masculine system where we chose to exclude this character’s gender 

to illuminate the importance of both genders’ behavior on the road to success for chefs in fine dining 

kitchens. But masculine behaviors appear to be preferred in kitchen cultures. And thus, the room for 

femininity seems smaller.  
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We found that the chefs we interviewed seemed to struggle with separating sex and gender in their 

language which eventually led to the first contradiction. Several of the chefs we interviewed claimed 

that they wanted more women into the kitchen because they believed it would lead to a calmer and 

more organized milieu. However, if women eventually acquire masculine traits to fit in, culture 

cannot be changed, and the gender inequality persists by chefs perpetuating the ways they talk about 

it.  

 

4.2.2 Contradiction #2 Regarding rules of behavior 

The chefs we interviewed said they have established clear rules regarding workplace environment 

and behavior toward others in their kitchen, but the jargon they employ often implicitly breaks or 

undermines those same rules. These blurry boundaries make it difficult to identify what can be 

classified as harassment. Some of the chefs we interviewed state that harassment is very situational-

based, others claim that it is strongly embedded in kitchen cultures. We argue that this makes up the 

chefs’ confusion about the relationship between what the rules are and what actually happens in line 

with Watson’s (2006) argument about the negotiated order. Our interviewees explain that it is difficult 

to speak up as they continuously negotiate between identifying the problem and disguise the problem 

by tightly knitted teams, friendships, and a family-like culture. 

 

As we portrayed in the teaching case, P. has created a handbook that states what kinds of behavior is 

accepted and not at Noir (Appendix 2). Once the employees at Noir have entered the restaurant, they 

are required to follow them, and we made P. state that they are very cautious for not having 

unacceptable behavior in their restaurant, which is directly based on interview data. Despite this, we 

can extract from the case that unacceptable behavior on the paper occurs when chefs act to loosen up 

the atmosphere with, for instance, performing jokes. When describing a joke from Victor’s eyes, it 

borders on harassment in Julia’s. We painted P. to find it necessary to take action because in the chefs 

we interviewed minds, throwing an ice ball is crossing the line. Pouring salt in a can of Coke in itself 

would not necessarily require measures in the same way from a ‘leadership in restaurant’ perspective. 

However, we depicted the throwing of the ice ball as the outcome of a long struggle from Julia’s 

viewpoint where Victor understood it as an isolated event. By writing the case this way, we sought to 

exemplify how our participants’ statements highlight the complexity of the tension between rules, the 

justification of breaking them, and how leadership should encounter such situations.  
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We also portrayed P. as hesitant to interact when uncomfortable situations occurred, and they believe 

the current environment at Noir is good enough for a professional kitchen. However, what is 

considered good behavior relative to the restaurant industry is not necessarily good behavior in 

relation to other industries. Fundamentally, it should be an easy choice for the leader when everyone 

agrees upon the ground rules, but the chefs we have interviewed explain that there are dynamics in 

the kitchen that make it difficult. From our interviewees’ common expressions, the dynamics of 

tightly working teams and family culture implies that the chefs’ strength to communicate for 

diminishing harassment is weakened. 

 

The chefs we interviewed explain how having these tightly described relationships with colleagues 

makes them close as a result of constant communication and interaction in the kitchen. They further 

claim that communication in most instances is good and that personal boundaries are well 

communicated. However, statistics derived from surveys taken by employees in the hospitality 

industry prove otherwise and indicate that many kitchen staff continues to feel harassed by others. 

One chef explained: 

It is acceptable to yell at someone in front of the staff because then everyone will see the 

consequences of doing something wrong. However, that is dependent on the person you are 

about to yell at, it is not everyone that you can yell [publicly] at. You have to get to know your 

staff to understand who will handle it and cope with it the way you want so that they 

understand their mistake. This [public yelling] also makes the remaining employees see the 

consequences of actions (#3, 2021).  

This indicates that communication is actually not as good as chefs claimed in our interviews with 

them, and also that there is under-communication in many cases. What is not communicated by chefs 

who disapprove of others’ behavior towards them will appear as acceptable behavior and go under 

the radar. The chefs we interviewed contradict themselves in their conversation when they claim to 

have clear personal boundaries which are justified by their own behavior. But in the role of a chef, 

their statements reveal that their personal boundaries are stretched because of expectations tied to the 

work characteristics and work environment.  

 

We further found in our interviews that the harassing tendencies potentially come from kitchen 

cultures and how fear is considered an aspect within these cultures. Whether to accept unacceptable 

behavior or not is considered a dilemma because the chefs we spoke to had personal boundaries they 
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struggled to hold on to while simultaneously being scared to lose their job. This indicates that they 

compromise and accept that some personal boundaries are getting crossed for keeping their job. Chefs 

we interviewed claimed that fear contributes to a harassment culture because chefs accept behavior 

that they might shut down if they were outside of the kitchen in a harassment situation. 

 

Further, chefs of both genders that we interviewed state that males and female chefs are just as bad 

in terms of harassment. In some instances, specifically the male chefs we interviewed describe female 

chefs as even worse than the male. However, they tend to distinguish between male and female 

harassment. The males’ harassing style tended more towards physical violence, while females were 

described as more psychological in their harassment style. They explained that female chefs have an 

urge to prove their position which sometimes makes them cross the lines, or as explained above, that 

women crossing lines are more visible due to such expression being unexpected by their gender role. 

Female chefs possibly have to raise their voices to be heard and make their mark because of the 

persistence of a masculinist discourse.  

 

Moreover, the path of least resistance can explain why the restaurant industry contains blurry 

boundaries and harassing tendencies. It can explain why the chefs we interviewed accept the already 

established practice and choose not to report harassment incidents. This further supports why chefs 

we interviewed are afraid of losing their job in that they continue obeying the dominant pressure and 

culture and continue to keep their current discourse. The interviewees claimed to follow the easiest 

path because it keeps them part of the family in the kitchen which eventually will decrease the risk of 

being expelled. 

If you are a new employee and you get into this tight group family, you don’t get asked [by 

the chefs] how they should communicate with you and what you find appropriate. You just 

have to settle in, and if you don’t settle in, you are not a part of the family, and I think in time, 

if you don’t speak up and know how to speak up in a proper way, you will actually get 

excluded from the group (#10, 2021). 

Thus, it is illuminated by the chefs we interviewed that behavior is justified through the humor and 

the kitchen jargon family-like relationships induce. This contradiction in statements is evident 

because of how harassing tendencies are justified by the norms of the common culture. This 

justification portrays chefs’ confusion and negotiation about the leadership of rulemaking. We argue 
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that the leadership of rulemaking continuously makes chefs negotiate the best possible order to follow 

norms.  

 

4.2.3 Contradiction #3 Regarding collaboration 

The chefs we interviewed stress the importance of collaboration in the kitchen, but they wrap the 

notion of collaboration in terms of individual achievement, competition, and meritocracy that 

reinforce a predominantly masculinist discourse. This contradiction in chefs’ discourse depicts how 

organizational objectives go or do not go along with the members’ individual objectives, and how 

possible conflicting objectives can be a facilitator to harassment in kitchens. We argue that chefs take 

on an entity perspective on a relational phenomenon and will be emphasized by analysis through the 

perspectives of individual leader-centered leadership and relational leadership.  

  

We sought to portray this dynamic of our interviewees in our teaching case. We portrayed Julia as a 

good collaborator who works hard to meet the goals of the business. However, she was depicted by 

us as wanting to pursue her interests and climb to the point where she owns her own restaurant one 

day. These two entities of chefs and the organization’s goals run simultaneously where the chefs need 

to continuously negotiate what actions that will lead to obtaining their goals. They have to decide 

what goals to follow in the case of competing goals and in what way they best can meet the most of 

both their own and the organization’s goals. One restaurant stakeholder explained: 

You cannot become a successful chef alone, even though you are an individual and you are 

very talented and very good, you cannot do it by yourself. So, I think it [the individual and 

organizational goals] will crash at some point. I think they will be met with more challenges 

from those who demand them to collaborate (#10, 2021). 

Collaboration and individual goals take place in a tight network that is interconnected to achieve what 

the chefs we interviewed want. Interconnectedness occurs because the individual’s and the 

organization’s goals can change one another in irreversible ways as Arena and Uhl-Bien (2016) 

argued in CLT. If a chef is resisting collaboration for achieving the business goals, the probability of 

both the chef getting to advance and the business reaching profitability is lower. Contrarily, if a chef 

works without individual goals, their ability to reach success is lower as motivation is low. Hence, 

according to Watson’s (2006) argument about negotiated order, the chefs we interviewed are in a 

constant negotiation between the usage of their restaurants as an organization whereas the restaurant 

utilizes the qualities of the chefs. These negotiations explain why chefs have to behave to balance 
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individuality and collaborativeness. It also justifies that all the chefs within the case have individual 

goals and that these are necessary to make a kitchen work.  

 

Watson’s (2006) concept of strategic exchange takes place in the organization, and in kitchens, 

strategic exchanges are evident where chefs come to produce food for the organization to be 

profitable. They are allowed to pursue their passion in which the chefs we interviewed had an 

understanding that the medal comes with a downside. The chefs we interviewed had varying passions 

and dreams, but all experienced some level of the same pressures that they had to cope with. In the 

teaching case, we portrayed one pressure from an owner perspective, from the Mendoza’s who 

ultimately set the organization’s goals which affect if individual goals can be met by being in the 

organization. We made P. explain that chefs work physically close and that to become a chef in a 

prestigious kitchen, they have to work as if they are in a ‘pressure cooker’ where many chefs are 

competing to take their place. Thus, kitchen discourse painted by restaurant industry stakeholders 

show a willingness to do damage to other chefs to prove their place and reach success. It was 

explained by one of our interviewees:  

I think it is easier to step on someone’s toes due to the pressure and not reflecting on the 

impact you might have left on another person because you might be too focused on your own 

success. And then there is something about, can I say, taking care of your own. You have a 

small group of chefs that communicate quite closely, and they are like a closed group that has 

their own kind of reality, but they kind of don’t see the perspective from anything else (#10, 

2021).   

 

For the same reason, harassment can be an outcome of this competitive environment. The chefs we 

interviewed explained how they perceive willingness to push colleagues down to eventually reach 

one’s own goals. Thus, individual competition can stand in the way of collaboration and collaboration 

can stand in the way for individual competition. One chef stated:  

When someone wants to get ahead of another person, that person would bully and pull them 

down and by that means to push themselves forward, you’re not doing better but you’re 

making sure that the other person is not doing just as good… (#8, 2021).  

Kitchens are also described in the conversations of our chef participants as close networks of people 

where every chef knows their own and others’ weaknesses. They imply their closeness is facilitating 
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harassment in kitchens. One chef stated that: “you are working so closely with your team, that you 

might confuse it to be okay to be a bit harsh in the humor or sexual harassment” (#10, 2021). 

 

The perspectives on leadership that chefs describe in our interviews imply that the focus is changing 

from an individual leader-centered approach to leadership towards a more relational style and that 

this is connected to how harassment unfolds in kitchens. The perceptions of the chefs we interviewed 

indicate that the work environment is improving due to changes in leadership style. They state that 

the earlier leadership was characterized by harassment, fear, exploitation of power, strict hierarchical 

styles of leading, which contributed to the masculine hegemonic style characterized by individualistic 

and assertive behavior. This can also explain why the restaurant industry’s prejudices of leadership 

based on harassment and fear still exist. The chefs we interviewed claim that a new era is on the rise 

where they value empathy and socially healthy relationships more within the working environment. 

They continue to describe kitchen cultures as more family-like where interpersonal relationships are 

created and valued at work. This implies that the chefs we interviewed are inclined towards the 

leadership style described as post-heroic, which evidently is related to femininity, and that this is what 

they appreciate more today. One chef stated that:  

There is a difference between the style of leadership where you need to know both [gendered 

leadership] styles. You have to understand them… So, for me to become a good leader, you 

need to be masculine and show a lot of female sides of you too. I think you have to take on 

more female sides as a man, just like we say that many female chefs have adopted the 

masculine. It is just the same the opposite way (#11, 2021).  

This statement demonstrates that leadership dynamics can change the behavior of a male or a female 

chef and adjust a specific style to one specific situation. On the one hand, individualistically viewed, 

the individual chef will be perceived as one actor that can affect the whole team through adjusting 

their behavior. On the other hand, leadership is relationally seen through the social construction of 

two different genders interacting in the work environment where leadership relationships form and 

evolve through the process of organizing for reaching goals. Accordingly, the organization of chefs 

in a kitchen contributes to them forming each other and evolving through relations to create the best 

experience for the end consumer. 
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As an outcome of our interviews with chefs, we have understood that the importance of satisfying the 

customer is likely to come above all other objectives for the organization, and thus also its members 

as success for them is connected to reaching this same goal. Further, chefs we interviewed 

contemplate how collaboration within the kitchen is important to gain the best results: “as much as 

cooperation is needed, individual success also plays a large role and cooperation is based on 

individual capabilities… cooperation works when every individual is performing what they are 

supposed to” (#8, 2021). Therefore, it is evident from our interviews that pressure is high to perform 

both individually and relationally to fulfill the leadership function.  

 

The contradiction is further emphasized by the competitive aspect of kitchen cultures we detect 

through interviewing chefs. 

One of the major tasks for a good head chef or a sous chef is to build the team and also 

understand these different personality traits. I think, if you have a restaurant with too many 

alpha-figures, being male or female, then at some points these personalities will clash (#7, 

2021).  

In the ongoing process towards achieving individual and organizational goals, the aspect of ‘we’ is 

stronger connected to commitment to the organizational goals. The pressure between ‘I’ and ‘we’ 

appears to be a source of conflict to some of our interviewees because they want individual success 

by being part of a kitchen, but the other chefs in their team are often also competing for the same 

prize. Thus, the incentive for reaching the organization’s goals is considered a means to climb, which 

makes the environment hostile and competitive instead of collaborative. Our interviewees described 

this as a struggle and balance between ambition and cooperation towards the common good for 

individuals in relation and the organization itself. The process of the common good can in some 

instances boil down to the tension between selfishness and collaborativeness which can lead to 

harassment.  

I think that people who are obsessed with their careers and not so much with their work 

environment can perform more harassment compared to those who don’t obsess with their 

careers. Most of these people are just assholes, and they don’t know how to be a team player. 

However, we sometimes need to have them because they can take the restaurant up a level, 

and I can try to teach them to become better people. If it doesn’t work, they will have to go to 

another place after a while (#11, 2021).  
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Furthermore, in the teaching case, we portrayed Julia to feel like her teammates are not working as 

hard as her and that she needed to take on P.s assignments as they are absent. We presented her as 

more ambitious than the others, and also more competitive. This can be seen as a facilitator to why 

we had Victor harassing her as he was annoyed by her ‘know-it-all’ and domination in the kitchen. 

On the contrary, we created Julia to take action to create collaboration so that the organization meets 

the customer’s needs. 

 

Feminine and masculine leadership within the industry are described by our interviewees as two 

distinct styles of leadership. That the masculine style is ruling the kitchen implies that chefs we talked 

to care about individual traits rather than the whole team’s relatedness to running a kitchen. Thus, the 

competitive aspect as an outcome of this is part of the contradiction that creates a tension in objectives 

which contributes to harassment. We consequently argue that this contradiction is not only a 

consequence of individual and relational goals clashing but also the interviewed chefs’ tendency of 

taking on an entity perspective on a relational phenomenon. This illuminates the ongoing confusion 

in the discourse about two distinct approaches to leadership: the feminine relational (post-heroic) and 

masculine individualistic (hegemonic masculinity).  

 

4.2.4 Contradiction #4 Regarding leadership 

The chefs we interviewed claim to know what good leadership is, but the ways they talk about 

exercising leadership often contradict or depart from those ideals. This contradiction portrays our 

interviewees’ tendency of confusing that leadership is about rulemaking and illuminates that 

leadership dynamics in the kitchen embody tension. 

 

In the teaching case, based on data from our interviews, we had P. describe good leadership as having 

a hands-on approach and being attentive to every individual chef. We portrayed Julia and Victor to 

perceive P. differently. They were constructed to view P. as difficult to read and that P. could blow 

up at the most unexpected times. On purpose, we depicted the employees to feel intimidated at times 

and insecure if their performance was good enough. Additionally, in portraying this contradiction, P. 

was constructed to be more absent than they describe themselves, which eventually led to P. not 

having the control they believed they were in. This exemplifies the contradiction we are now 

highlighting stemming from the common discourse of our chef interviewees.  
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The chefs we interviewed described good leadership as the ability to adjust behavior and leadership 

mechanisms towards different personalities to see and understand every individual chef. They 

claimed in their conversations that a good leader can communicate and coach to understand and 

improve their team. For instance, one head chef had monthly coaching sessions with his team and 

explained that: “...we created goals together… as a leader, you are supposed to support them and help 

them to improve in their work” (#3, 2021). The chefs we interviewed described a good leader as 

someone who can read people and encourage the best in them and use it as an advantage for the 

kitchen. This implies that the chefs we interviewed have a clear idea about what leadership style 

should run in a kitchen.  

 

Leadership performed in practice by chefs we interviewed reveals that leadership style is justified 

depending on the situation, time, and place. When the chefs we talked to were asked directly if they 

found bad behavior acceptable due to pressure, chefs strictly condemned bad behavior. However, 

when the chefs we interviewed narrated kitchen stories, they illustrated that bad behavior was a 

normal part of the environment, which implied that they accepted bad behavior in certain 

circumstances. From the teaching case, we portrayed the employees to react negatively to for example 

P. yelling and being aggressive. The team explains how they are intimidated and how P. loses 

integrity. Further, this described behavior of P. also makes the team reserved as they will not come 

to them with their issues, and thus they lose the opportunity to change this practice. Literature on 

kitchen cultures revealed that specific times and places can justify unacceptable behavior in the 

kitchen (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008). The ice ball incident in itself is a brilliant example where this act was 

not acceptable in the given situation of our interviewee where the leader decided that reaction was 

indeed necessary at this specific time.  

 

In a stressful environment, Rowley and Purcell (2001) argue that chefs act to justify bad behavior 

because of work overload and immense amounts of pressure. The chefs we interviewed distinguish 

between ‘prep’ and ‘service’ where service-time is described as an important and stressful 

performance. Thus, failures occurring during performance need to be fixed rather quickly. Therefore, 

our interviewed chefs expressed that the hierarchy is highly necessary for knowing who is in charge 

within any exact moment when accidents occur. Such accidents were described as facilitators to 

yelling and aggressive punishments like verbal or physical abuse by superiors. However, the chefs 
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we interviewed tend to justify the aggressive punishments by the stress characteristic of the 

environment even though they find such behavior unacceptable.  

 

As previously stated, our data reveals that chefs behave aggressively when pressured and this implies 

the fear culture that is found within kitchens. Gill and Burrow (2017) found that aggressive behavior 

creates fear as an incentive to perform which also maintains kitchen institutions. We portrayed P. to 

behave unexpectedly and aggressively, and we argue that our description of P. participates to maintain 

the kitchen institutions and respect of position by basing their leadership style on fear. Furthermore, 

Cooper et al. (2017) argued that the function of fear is reinforced because there is high turnover within 

the industry. One chef we interviewed explained that he got hit by his leader for not working 

adequately, and he was afraid to lose his job because he knew his head chef could easily hire someone 

else. “Not only are they [quality requirements] high, but they are very specific. If you fail to meet 

these very specific requirements, you can lose your position because 500 other chefs are waiting in a 

queue to take your job” (#5, 2021). The function of fear implies that kitchen employees tend to accept 

harassing tendencies in leadership and perform better. By performing better, chefs are implicitly 

communicating to the leader that this kind of behavior is acceptable and hence works as desired. From 

chefs’ conversations, they appear to confirm to their leaders that aggression and harassment work to 

improve efficiency and quality.  

 

We further suggest kitchen cultures causing this decoupling in discourse where chefs we interviewed 

tend to describe their own and others’ performance of leadership differently than the style they explain 

they perform. We find the kitchen culture socialization process to be part of how chefs talk and 

behave. Specifically, because of how the chefs we interviewed talked about the high media coverage 

and role models within the industry. Anderson and Cavallaro (2012) claimed that chefs’ exposure to 

celebrity chefs, television shows, books, and their previous leaders have shaped their impressions on 

how leadership in the industry should be performed. Further, Zopiatis and Melanthiou (2019) argued 

what the media and role models convey can be part of forming the norms which result in specific 

patterns of behavior. Chefs we interviewed communicated their bad experiences with former 

superiors, and that they believed these experiences affect how other chefs advance in their careers. 

However, they all take distance from aggressive leadership behavior and are vague in talking about 

their own potential outbursts. Furthermore, chefs we talked to implied that leaders in kitchens are 
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chosen based on their cooking skills rather than their leadership skills which indicates that they can 

be in lack of leadership know-how:  

They have not learned how to do that [good leadership]. They have heard people [discuss 

leadership] and they know we have had so many good dialogues about what good leadership 

is, but they don’t know how to [perform good leadership] (#10, 2021).  

The chefs we interviewed have a clear picture of what good leadership is, but the way they frame 

leadership points towards a tension where they struggle to step out of the cultural demands and what 

the socialization process has taught them. Thus, chefs’ language reveals that it will be very hard to 

suddenly perform something entirely different from what is expected due to norms and sanctions in 

the kitchen. For example, our participants indicated that the head chef role has preset cultural 

expectations, and breaking that pattern of behavior can create uncertainty for both the head chef and 

the subordinates. Our interviewees described that breaking an already established pattern in a kitchen 

culture is difficult and this highlights why the contradiction about good and bad leadership exists. 

 

The chefs we interviewed explained that as more women enter the restaurant industry, new ways of 

leading emerge as a consequence. They described how they appreciated the softer kitchen 

environment more than what has traditionally been the standard in kitchens, and that they see a 

possible correlation with the entrance of women chefs. However, chefs we have interviewed confirm 

what has already been written about traditions, hierarchy, sanctions, and norms which make up 

current kitchen cultures with harassing tendencies. Hence, we will argue that these traits take part in 

disabling adaptability and a transition towards what the chefs describe as an optimal kitchen 

environment and leadership style. From this angle, the contradiction in conversations of the chefs we 

interviewed is rather a sign that the perspective on leadership in kitchens is in transition, but that the 

actual practical style lags. 

 

Despite how our interviewees depict a very clear picture of men and women as masculine and 

feminine chefs, the description of leadership styles as masculine and feminine is more diluted. This 

implies that masculinity and femininity are affecting each other in leadership dynamics in the kitchen. 

For example, male chefs we interviewed described how they oftentimes want and need to take on 

feminine traits to lead in the kitchen, but we argue that because they were men who perform these 

gendered acts, their traits end up being characterized as masculine after all. We argue that this is an 

outcome of the patriarchal kitchen system because it implies male privilege. On the contrary, if 
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women chefs took on what is being characterized by the same descriptions as masculine leadership, 

they were perceived as masculine. This further emphasizes that chefs want kitchen cultures to shift 

towards a post-heroic style of leadership rather than the hegemonic leadership style. However, this is 

difficult because chefs confuse leadership with rulemaking and thus perpetuates the old ways of doing 

things.  

 

4.3 Takeaways 
We found four contradictions because of how chefs talk about gender relations and leadership 

dynamics in a way that perpetuates a masculinist discourse and command-and-control assumptions 

about leadership. Despite chefs’ efforts to change the current culture by welcoming women to take 

part in a masculinely framed culture, they confuse the separation between sex and gender and 

perpetuate the individualized, competitive, and masculinist discourse. Second, the conversation is 

perpetuated by chefs because set rules for behavior in the kitchen are deviated due to the kitchen 

jargon of the kitchen cultures and chefs’ desire to avoid sanctions. Third, the contradictions also 

reveal that the chefs take on an entity perspective on a relational phenomenon regarding leadership 

in the kitchen when they describe collaboration as individual achievements, competition, and 

meritocracy that reinforce a predominantly masculinist discourse. Fourth, by confusing leadership 

with rulemaking, the assumption in the conversation about how restaurants are required to be run in 

a hierarchical, strict, and rulemaking manner is perpetuated. When the chefs we interviewed 

communicated contradictory opinions about the realities, leadership dynamics, and gender relations 

within the kitchen, it points toward the complexity inherent and persisted by chefs in fine dining 

kitchens.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

After identifying four key contradictions through our analysis of chefs’ conversations, we can now 

discuss how complexity leadership theory (CLT) can facilitate us to explain how, under the right 

conditions, chefs can enable the emergence of new and more positive ways of interacting and working 

together. In this section, we make the argument that if chefs want to cultivate more adaptive ways of 

addressing gender dynamics and harassment, they would need to recognize these contradictions and 

to acknowledge their role in perpetuating them. We discuss that embracing and exploring these 

contradictions can contribute to the emergence of an adaptive space for the transformation of gender, 

diversity, and leadership dynamics in the kitchen. On the contrary, we seek to illuminate the outcomes 

when chefs do not recognize or acknowledge their own role in perpetuating the contradictions. Here 

we also draw on CLT to propose that adaptability can be disabled where toxic kitchen environments 

are perpetuated in chefs’ conversations. To conclude, we argue that the contemporary kitchen 

discourse consists of complex contradictions that pivot towards either the disabling of adaptability or 

the emergence towards a new and positive transformation concerning gender relations and leadership 

dynamics.   

 

5.1 Complexity explain the persistence of the contradictions 
We argue that the four contradictions we have uncovered persist because gender relations and 

leadership dynamics in kitchens are complex. Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) argued that complexity is 

the same as rich interconnectivity. We find complexity in the contradictions because of how our 

interviewees converse about gender, diversity, harassment, and leadership dynamics point towards 

considerable tensions that in an irreversible way affect and are affected by kitchen cultures. We will 

now discuss how this rich interconnectivity can be identified in the contradictions from chefs’ 

conversations and explain its cultural impact in kitchens.  

 

We use the contradictions’ existence to uncover and make clear that masculinist modes of talking and 

interacting persist in kitchens, despite many measures that have been made. When interviewing chefs, 

we found that they were held back by some of these contradictions, by these old ways of thinking that 

kept persisting in the way they talk.  
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5.1.1 The complexity of patriarchy in kitchens 

Our first contradiction highlights the tension between sex and gender. The complexity arises from 

gendered institutions fulfilling a patriarchal system, thus leading to gender inequality in kitchen 

cultures. Viewed differently, it is a discussion between gender inequality and male domination in the 

kitchen sphere. These are two discussions occurring simultaneously which in turn construct an 

interconnected gender issue. The gendered institutions we have identified within kitchen cultures 

create or increase complexity because of the differences in male and female privilege.  

 

Harris and Giuffre (2010) argued that the restaurant industry is male-dominated and women are 

treated as being inferior due to the structural problems of elite work in the culinary field. For instance, 

the working hours in no way accommodate any woman raising a child (Harris & Guiffre, 2010), the 

glass ceiling hinders women from advancing in their careers (Albors-Garrigos et al., 2020), and 

traditionally masculine traits are favored when working in a stressful kitchen environment (Haddaji 

et al., 2017). These both evidence and emphasize male domination within gendered institutions. 

Furthermore, our interviews revealed that women have the ability to create a balanced, mature, and 

professional kitchen environment. They believe it is possible for female chefs to change male 

behavior in the kitchen. Accordingly, examining the interactions between males and females is 

crucial. Farrell (1991) suggested viewing gender as a social construction, and by connecting it to a 

system that Kimmel (2000) argued demands and rewards masculine behavior, will facilitate the 

discussion to address the most important issues and tensions that can enable cultural change. 

 

We argue that patriarchy is the overall system that dominates the kitchen. It can be described as a 

complex system that pressures people to follow the path of least resistance. Johnson (1990) argued 

that those following this path continue the generalization of females as feminine and soft, and males 

as masculine and coarse. Accordingly, chefs maintain their gender roles in the kitchen by also 

following the path of least resistance. Maintaining stereotypes is a simplification of reality that creates 

complexity because it avoids the tension offered by social interactions. The chefs we interviewed 

continued this simplification by stating that females create balance in the kitchen. What eventually 

creates balance is not necessarily an equal number of males or females, or a mixture of their traditional 

traits, but rather, as argued by Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017), their interconnected interaction whereby 

they impact each other in irreversible ways that lead to novel outcomes.  
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As an example, from the teaching case, we portrayed Victor as constantly annoying Julia, whereupon 

she became so angry that she eventually threw an ice ball at him. The steady increase in anger she 

felt towards him will by our argument continue to form part of all her decisions concerning Victor 

but also other chefs. Victor, on the other hand, believed that he was creating a better work 

environment as an outcome of his actions. We portrayed both to affect how they see themselves and 

the other through their actions, as well as all of the proximal actors involved in the socialization 

process, where these actions will be part of future decision making. Once the interaction has occurred, 

it has irreversibly impacted both parties. The chefs we interviewed typically described negative 

interactions as being someone’s fault or the result of bad performance, which thereby neglects the 

function of interaction. Thereby, chefs fail to recognize their own role in perpetuating and neglecting 

tensions in the conversation. Hence, chefs tend to discuss kitchen issues in an individualized 

perspective that focuses on scapegoating. However, interaction, and what fills the spaces in between, 

is what builds relationality (Uhl-Bien, 2006) and considers networks of interconnected actors in a 

patriarchal system in dire need of change.  

 

The stereotyping of women as feminine and men as masculine is often seen in kitchens as chefs’ 

expressions portray the cultures as masculine. Thus, as chefs’ socialization process suggests that they 

are routinely enculturated into masculinity (Cooper et al., 2017), the language they use reveals that 

women who undergo this process will also naturally become part of this masculinity. However, the 

patriarchy will continue to maintain male privilege, thereby preventing women from climbing the 

professional ladder regardless of the adjustments they make. Hence, women acquiring masculine 

traits in the kitchen is of little significance for their success as chefs. However, the system itself is 

what needs to change in order for cultures to change and women to have the same opportunities for 

success, neither simply the gender rate balance nor aiming for changing some of the kitchen cultures’ 

ruling traits.  

 

5.1.2 The complexity of leadership dynamics and rulemaking 

Working closely in family-like relations over long working hours and periods of time appears to 

complexify what actions chefs deem to be harassment and which are more akin to playful banter. 

Rules are specifically outlined to prevent harassment in a kitchen environment. However, these rules 

are routinely disobeyed due to characteristics of the cultures. For example, from the interviews, chefs 

repeatedly reported the prominence of slapping colleagues on the behind and claimed to accept it as 
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a friendly sign of inclusion into their culture. The socialization process appears to make chefs accept 

the current norms which can consequently enable harassment. 

 

Chefs we have interviewed struggle to determine what actions can be classified as harassment when 

they occur. They do agree, however, that harassment occurs on the sole basis of when someone feels 

harassed. Due to the closeness that kitchen teams develop, chefs we interviewed argued that they 

come to learn each other’s boundaries well enough to understand which actions are and are not 

welcome. However, they explain that they believe many chefs do not speak up or express their 

boundaries, resulting in a large number of unrecorded harassment incidents. Our chef participants 

understand that they cannot determine what may feel like harassment to another outside of their own 

perceptions, yet they still believe they know their colleagues’ boundaries. Accordingly, chefs base 

their actions on both their own boundaries and how they perceive those of their colleagues’ from how 

they have expressed them. Therefore, these actions will change all chefs involved in irreversible ways. 

The change could either be a reinforcement of harassment or complete cessation of harassing 

behaviors, depending on how well the boundaries are communicated and understood. 

 

Furthermore, the normality with which chefs routinely break kitchen rules complexifies addressing 

this disobedience. Chefs we interviewed expressed that the ‘camaraderie’ and friendliness can justify 

misinterpretation of a joke that is negatively received and smoothen the situation. However, chefs we 

interviewed claimed that it is impossible to read others’ minds. Therefore, they move within a 

minefield of trial and error, implying they can never fully understand their position toward their 

colleagues’ boundaries. Through trial and error, chefs give an impression of themselves which is 

interpreted by their colleagues, which can further affect kitchen behavior. This is complex because 

the unwelcome act cannot be reversed, and will be included in future decisions.  

 

We can also see rich interconnectivity in the contradiction in the way chefs’ boundaries and kitchen 

cultures affect each other. The cultures chefs are part of can alter their behavior, and vice versa. As 

Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) point out, after such changes occur, it will be impossible to return to the 

original state because the new order has already been created and will continue to be recreated. 

Furthermore, Crow and Glascock (1995) claimed that the socialization process will form the chef 

through a continuous process whereby affecting and being affected are within an ongoing loop, which 

demonstrates rich interconnectivity.  
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The function of fear in kitchens is another factor that impacts how chefs communicate their 

boundaries and encounter harassment as a consequence of rules being transgressed. That leadership 

in kitchens is traditionally driven by fear (Gill & Burrow, 2018) can further evidence why some chefs 

refrain from expressing their opinions. This silence and opting to take the path of least resistance due 

to fear will only reinforce the overstepping of kitchen rules. This is complex because chefs will be 

influenced by their transgressive colleagues and maintain the fear-based culture, thereby perpetuating 

gender division and harassment.  

 

5.1.3 The complexity of chefs’ individual and organizational goals 

Our third contradiction concerns how chefs we interviewed stress the importance of collaboration in 

the kitchen. However, they frame collaboration in terms of individual achievement, competition, and 

meritocracy that reinforce a predominantly masculinist discourse. To investigate the tension that 

arises from this contradiction, we must first understand how individual competition and relational 

cooperation create complexity.  

 

We have already identified rich interconnectivity to this aspect in our analysis in that chefs must 

navigate a richly interconnected system to achieve their goals. Interconnectedness occurs because of 

chefs’ vital need for collaboration in the kitchen while also having their own individual ambitions 

they wish to pursue. Watson (2006) explains that a negotiated order is a process-relational procedure 

that all people within an organization execute. Individual ambition often goes parallel with the ability 

to collaborate and use others to further one’s own goals. Inevitably, the parties involved in this 

collaboration impact one another (Watson, 2006). If a chef completely damages or destroys the 

interhuman relationships within the kitchen, their individual professional goals will be much harder 

to achieve. Similarly, if a chef has the same disastrous effect on the teams’ collaboration, the 

restaurant will likely underperform, also hindering the chef’s goals. Thus, individual goals and 

collaboration are connected and affect each other both ways. Hence, this contradiction creates 

complexity in kitchen cultures due to the irreversible way in which individual and relational goals 

affect each other.  
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Another aspect of complexity concerns Ford’s (2006) argument that, in terms of connection to the 

pursuit of individual and common goals, masculine leadership leans more heavily toward the 

individual leadership perspective, whereas feminine leadership can be considered more relational 

focused. The complexity here is found in the intricacy of defining one leadership style as either-or, 

when, in reality, leadership styles are connected rather than separated. That the chefs we interviewed 

portrayed femininity and masculinity as being restricted to females and males, respectively, make this 

a discussion of whether or not some traits belong to one specific gender. Our findings show that the 

chefs we interviewed tend to believe that masculine traits can be adopted by females, but they would 

then become masculine females. Therefore, we propose that simple stereotyping actually contains a 

high degree of complexity. Classifying people into different groups is a simplistic way of constructing 

reality (Bryman et al., 2019) and shows a lack of understanding of how groups interact and connect 

in a complex network of actors. Femininity and masculinity exist and connect together in a constant 

loop of change, wherein individuals and relations evolve through organizing and working toward 

shared and individual goals. As such, the kitchen is undoubtedly a tight, complex network of people 

impacting each other in ways that are irreversible. 

 

5.1.4 The complexity of deviation from chefs’ perceived ideal leadership 

The complexity of our fourth contradiction brings us to discuss the tension occurring in our 

interviewees’ explained deviation from their perceived ideal leadership style. Chefs participating in 

our project are confident in the way they lead because their implementation is rooted in a complex 

history of leadership execution. This history has, in a highly complex manner, created and justified 

norms for an entire industry.  

 

What we extracted from the interviews is that chefs perform their leadership styles in line with what 

is accepted in the industry based on previous successful experiences. For example, this coheres with 

Ferguson’s (2004) argument about earlier generations of chefs having enforced fear-based leadership 

due to such a strategy having yielded effective results. On this note, change is hindered because the 

already existing practice might be sufficiently satisfying (we will discuss this in 5.4). The complexity 

here is inherent in the process of chefs learning leadership skills, where several elements in that 

learning process have been affected by previous practices.  
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First, the desire for success in kitchens could well come from the high amount of performance 

pressure that is placed on chefs. Cooper et al. (2017) argued that the motivation to achieve high goals 

for the restaurant and pursue individual creative skills is highly prioritized among chefs, which further 

confirms the performance culture. We interpreted through our interviews that the need to cope with 

harassment and a virtually non-existent work-life balance is somewhat offset by the ability to pursue 

the art of cooking. Chefs’ passion-driven motivation appears to be one of the reasons chefs and 

restaurant stakeholders frequently report that cooking and developing their skills is more highly 

prioritized than the cultivation of leadership skills. Hence, leadership dynamics in kitchens are 

complex due to how chefs are driven by a passion for cooking and creativity. Such passions affect 

their leadership practices in the relations of a kitchen team. 

 

Second, norms stemming from the socialization process will eventually affect kitchen leadership due 

to how notoriously difficult these norms can be to break. According to Crow and Glascock (1995), 

chefs can personalize their roles, which in turn eventually changes both the role’s conceptualization 

and the culture. A chef’s socialization process is also affected by existing and changing norms—

which connects to the complexity of kitchen leadership that accepts harassing tendencies. 

Furthermore, current kitchen norms appear to bolster the acceptance of harassment. Although chefs 

we have interviewed are well-aware of the high amount of unfair treatment in the industry, they tend 

to ignore its significance because it has become normalized. Since unfair treatment is routine, 

effecting change in norms will likely be difficult. As argued by various scholars (e.g., Bogler & 

Kremer-Hayon, 1999), breaking out from the norm will be met first by sanctions, and then tensions. 

However, tensions between the old and new order are often met with resistance due to negative 

sanctions and deeply anchored norms, thus further hindering change.  

 

Third, the execution of leadership is often different than described, and ‘bad’ leadership is described 

by the chefs we interviewed as allowing harassment to occur. Complexity arises when chefs 

communicate in one way and act in another. The way they talk about leadership maintains their face 

and image in the industry, while their actions simultaneously irreversibly affect their direct 

colleagues, and cause confusion and uncertainty within kitchen teams. This uncertainty creates a 

discourse where chefs feel resigned at having to cope with harassment due to the high pressure they 

face. For example, the chefs we spoke to were aware of the high turnover rate and the intense 

competition amongst applicants. Thus, a hard work and performance culture justify and disguise 
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harassment in chefs’ common discourse. They justified harassment as a rite of passage and something 

all chefs need to cope with to prove their ability to remain in the industry. This aspect of kitchen 

cultures is accepted because chefs believe themselves lucky to be in their position. 

 

In conclusion, we have discussed three performance pressures that affect, and are affected, by chefs 

and their relationships to each other, and explain the way in which they conduct their leadership 

duties. The perception of good leadership in the industry appears misaligned with its execution 

because we interpret the chefs’ realities, gender relations, and leadership dynamics as complex and 

consisting of multiple pressures that affect each other.  

 

Next, we will discuss how these above-mentioned complex contradictions within our chef 

participants’ language include tension that can enable adaptability. As Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) 

argue that people and organizations need to allow the emergence of tensions in order to facilitate 

adaptability, we argue that chefs, under the right conditions, can do the same to change the persistence 

of a masculinist discourse. 

 

5.2 Tensions that enable adaptability 
We seek to explain how pressures in kitchens can promote adaptability, which in turn can positively 

alter the conversations about gender diversity and harassment which eventually constitute the ruling 

discourse and culture in kitchens. Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) argued that, for emergence and 

adaptability to take place, information flows and pressures for change to occur must first be present. 

If these two conditions are in place, performance will increase and the creation of innovation becomes 

possible (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). When all factors are combined and active within an 

interconnected network in between entrepreneurial order and operational order, adaptive spaces will 

occur (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). We seek to find how adaptability can occur through novel 

interactions and conversations that allow for transformation regarding how chefs talk about gender 

diversity, harassment, and leadership. We propose that chefs can recognize and acknowledge how 

they perpetuate the discourse and fuel under the contradictions in this conversation about issues within 

gender inequality, harassment, and leadership dynamics in order to cultivate adaptive ways of 

addressing these issues and then cope with the complexity of them. “It takes complexity to beat 

complexity” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p. 2), which is why questions that challenge today’s practice 

will facilitate the creation of change and adaptability. 
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5.2.1 Enabling adaptability through interactions 

Chefs’ networked interactions are the starting point where tensions and information flows for 

emergence can occur. Interactions can lead to the tension required to enable or disable adaptability in 

terms of how chefs discuss gender diversity, harassment, and leadership. In the teaching case, we 

sought to portray interactions between team members as a vital component of the sensemaking 

process where change can occur through the continuous exchange of conflicting opinions. To return 

to our fictionalized account of Julia and Victor, how a team collectively responds to the complexity 

of the ice ball throwing—and all underlying conflicts therein—is what can create cultural change or 

sustain the importance of gender diversity and harassment issues. We argue that interactions are 

created through relations that co-evolve in the kitchen network, where actors interact and influence 

each other to think and take crucial decisions. Interactions that occur in relationships between chefs 

can create tension and enable adaptability. 

 

However, chefs increasing their communication about gender diversity and harassment issues is 

certainly positive, but not enough to fully enable adaptability. Rather, the way in which they 

communicate is vital: if they acknowledge their role in perpetuating the contradictions and also 

embrace and explore how these contradictions can contribute to the emergence of tensions, adaptation 

becomes possible. To further emphasize, they need to acknowledge, reflect upon, and accept how 

they take the path of least resistance to maintain the pre-established kitchen system. Furthermore, 

they must be able to forward the message of how they connected to these issues through 

communication to other chefs and industry stakeholders for the full emergence of adaptability to be 

enabled. In this way, chefs can communicate in the same language toward the same direction of 

enabling adaptability.  

 

5.2.2 Enabling adaptability through social movements  

First, #MeToo is a social movement that can be viewed as a catalyst and enabler for tension with the 

power to change the conversation about gender diversity and harassment in the restaurant industry. 

#MeToo is an external factor that seeks to create a social movement. This social movement is part of 

allowing space for tensions so as to allow for a new contemporary conversation about gender diversity 

and harassment. These conversations can turn into a common language that chefs use to discuss 

gender differences and sexual harassment, thereby making adaptability possible. 
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The #MeToo movement has allowed both the male and female participating chefs to join the debate 

about gender diversity in a legitimized manner where they appear to honestly recognize themselves 

in the conversation. Gender differences and workplace harassment have been placed on the agenda 

as unresolved issues. They have been explicitly described as societal problems because there is a 

framed ‘suffering group’ (females) that seeks improved treatment by the ‘superior group’ (males). 

When chefs begin to increasingly frame sexual harassment as a larger issue that requires immediate 

action, it is placed on the agenda and allows a community to discuss it. Chefs can marshal their 

previous experiences to convincingly explain the unacceptability of being sexually harassed in the 

workplace. #MeToo is characterized by peoples’ previous and current experiences being brought into 

the spotlight to then discuss unacceptable behavior and inform people of its existence. People in 

general, and chefs specifically, will therefore be able to speak the same language by identifying and 

familiarizing themselves in a common ground, namely #MeToo.  

 

Arising pressures and tensions around new and old industry characteristics form contradicting 

conversations. These contradictions appear when chefs seek to redefine gender roles and their power 

relations in the kitchens through an open discussion. When chefs redefine this in such a way that they 

genuinely recognize their role in the conversation by taking personal responsibility, the probabilities 

for adaptability to emerge are strengthened. However, the chefs we interviewed appear to find this 

genuine recognition and acknowledgment of the issues in the conversation about gender diversity and 

harassment somewhat uncomfortable. They tend to avoid personally uncomfortable conversations 

and use others’ stories to portray the issues surrounding gender diversity and harassment. They tend 

to avoid delving into their own possible acts of harassment, presumably to protect themselves from 

the condemnation of others or their own possible guilt. Therefore, it is easier to stay in the comfortable 

path of least resistance where adaptability is consequently disabled. 

 

The #MeToo movement has ignited a conversation filled with emerging paradoxes and tensions. Male 

and female chefs we have discussed this with both feel personally included in the conversation, yet 

they are framed in different positions of power. Their personal involvement—albeit from different 

viewpoints—pushes the conversation even further. Specifically, the tensions created in the 

conversations with opposing power relations and the actors’ positions enable a dialectic change 

process where tensions emerge. Thereafter, adaptability can be enabled.    
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The chefs we interviewed fluctuate in their opinions when discussing gender diversity and 

harassment, which serves to explain why they contradict themselves. We found that chefs tended to 

strive toward being personally neutral throughout these discussions, while simultaneously calling for 

a change in the behavior of those who conduct harassment. The topic being sensitive creates feelings 

of discomfort, thereby creating tensions, which further enable adaptability. Adaptability is created in 

a state where conflict and connection occur. Thus, when chefs feel uncomfortable during a discussion, 

they are recognizing their role in the conversation and acknowledging that tensions emerge and 

thereby enable adaptability. 

 

5.2.3 Enabling adaptability when younger generations enter the industry  

Adaptability can also emerge when younger generations of chefs enter the industry. The participants 

of ours see tendencies of change in the state of gender diversity and harassment as the younger 

generation are seemingly older, and thus more mature than earlier when entering the workplace.  

 

The chefs we interviewed further emphasized the maturity of apprentices by stating that students and 

trainees tend to start their education at a later age instead of beginning immediately after high school. 

Hence, the average age for entering culinary school is higher. They explained that, a decade ago, only 

a small number of chefs held high school degrees, whereas today the number of educated people in 

the culinary industry is significantly higher. We can extract from this that culinary students have 

acquired more life experiences and are consequently more mature upon their entry into the industry. 

Tensions can emerge in which the socialization process pivots when the new generation of chefs joins 

the conversation. They show the courage to expect and demand higher standards from their work 

environment, and thus they can possibly change and form kitchen norms. Tension is created when the 

norms of the old generation encounter the arising norms of the new generation. These tensions will 

allow adaptability to emerge due to the unexpected outcomes created by this generational conflict, 

thereby paving the way for a new order. 

 

The younger generation will have a novel voice that can introduce new perspectives to the 

conversation on gender diversity and harassment. An example from the teaching case is how we made 

P. explain their reservations about channeling their voice when in the apprentice position versus how 

we depicted Sebastian appearing more willing to speak up. This demonstrates the change in maturity 
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our argument holds. Apprentices can inject new knowledge and experiences into the industry and 

thus alter certain patterns of thought and behavior within kitchen cultures. Thus, when apprentices 

acknowledge themselves as part of the conversation and explore how they can generate more tension, 

adaptability will be allowed to emerge.  

 

5.2.4 The effect of the pandemic on enabling adaptability  

We further found that the COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on tensions in the conversations 

enabling adaptability due to its influence on gendered roles in the culinary industry. When the 

lockdown was first announced, restaurants were forced to close and kitchen staff was told to stay 

home. Consequently, female chefs we have discussed this with believe male chefs were able to 

experience the difficulties of the work-life balance that Harris and Giuffre (2010) argued was a routine 

practice for female chefs. Among female chefs, the work-life balance is often associated with child-

rearing which is traditionally framed as their responsibility. When male chefs get to participate in 

child-rearing by staying home more often, a shift in gendered roles can be the result of tensions 

arising. The chefs we interviewed stated that they believed male chefs gained a fuller understanding 

of the gender roles of female chefs and how they have to compromise in choosing between their 

professional passion and their familiar aspirations. One female chef we interviewed highlighted how 

she believed male chefs gained positive affiliations about being home with their children. We argue 

that this revelation can change the way both male and female chefs perceive and discuss the work-

life balance and the gender politics it involves. These new viewpoints conflict with previous practices 

and create tension, thereby allowing male chefs to recognize and acknowledge their own role in the 

conversation about gender differences and inequalities. Male chefs can understand their position in 

the conversation by embracing their own developed understanding of the gender roles of female chefs 

and using these insights in discussions to create tension for enabling adaptability.  

 

5.2.5 Enabling adaptability through role models 

As celebrity chefs have massive exposure and influence within culinary industry culture 

(Giousmpasoglou et al., 2020), we argue that they are able to enable tensions for adaptability. 

Celebrity chefs are part of building cultural characteristics, and how they influence and impact the 

rest of the industry is part of enabling adaptability.  
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The chefs we have interviewed reported how messages from role models are part of what signals 

which discourses are accepted within the industry. Once a role model changes their path within the 

kitchen system, tensions can be created within their follower base as they consider and react to these 

changes, thereby enabling adaptability. How their followers choose to react, by either recognizing or 

neglecting the current conversation determines to what degree adaptability is enabled. By increasing 

tensions with the old system, celebrity chefs can promote the enabling of adaptability.  

 

In the teaching case, we had Julia win the “Female chef of the year” prize––which refers to similar 

prizes our interviewees discussed––which can mark her as an industry role model as many chefs 

respect this prestigious prize. Her reaction to the victory was viewed by many chefs in the industry 

and the media coverage she received granted her considerable reach. Thus, we argue the voices of 

chefs in this position can be part of enabling adaptability. Opposed to supporting the patriarchal 

system by taking the path of least resistance and exclaiming an honest opinion about the prize being 

discriminatory towards women, tension can be created. Julia, or chefs in the spotlight, can create an 

unexpected pressure that encourages a discussion surrounding female inequality within the male-

dominated industry.  This is also what our female participants who have won such prizes seemingly 

do. When a role model opens up and facilitates a discussion on gender inequality, more chefs will be 

affected to take a stance. Therefore, kitchen role models can become enabling leaders who stand in 

opposition to the kitchen system and open up new discussions.  

 

New perspectives on gender diversity and harassment issues can disrupt current norms and alter chefs’ 

thought patterns. New ideas can evolve, and groups of people can gather to create adaptive spaces 

and start discussions that shed light upon previously ignored issues. The pressures that new 

discussions place on the community is part of enabling a situation in which chefs must adapt to a new 

order.  

 

5.3 Disabling adaptability  
We have so far discussed what can possibly enable adaptability in chefs’ conversations. However, we 

also found different ways in which chefs interact so as to disable adaptability. When possible tensions 

are shut down and stopped from being discussed the disabling of adaptability occurs (Uhl-Bien & 

Arena, 2017). In the context of perpetuating the kitchen masculinist discourse and command-and-

control leadership dynamics, adaptability is disabled, which we will now discuss.  
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5.3.1 Disabled adaptability through role models 

While role models can certainly have a positive influence (see 5.2.5), they can also contribute to 

disabling adaptability through their large influence. As they have the ability to introduce change to 

chefs’ kitchen behaviors, they are also able to simply maintain the status quo, or even worsen it. 

Aligned with Bogler and Kremer-Hayon’s (1999) argument, role models have significant power in 

establishing behavioral norms and standards through the socialization process. Hence, if role models 

were to continue in any existing kitchen path, no tensions would be created. Our interviewees revealed 

that certain tendencies of behavioral attributes had been normalized due to the behavior and language 

of celebrity chefs. This makes celebrities’ behavioral influence deeply anchored in kitchen cultures. 

For example, aggressive behavior appears to be normalized in kitchen cultures in certain times and 

spaces because certain celebrity chefs behave aggressively. This justification and normalization of 

aggression in the kitchen is part of abandoning possible underlying tensions, and thereby disables 

adaptation.  

 

In the teaching case, we depicted head chef P. as a role model that could contribute to forming and 

shaping the culture at Noir, and thus either enable or hinder adaptability. The chefs in the team admire 

P., and P.’s portrayed behavior had an impact on them. When P. behaves conservatively and follows 

the path of their previous leaders, they thus neglect tensions for further adaptation. We made P. 

encounter a dilemma where they had to choose either to recognize and acknowledge their role or 

neglect and thus perpetuate the current conversation of gender diversity and harassment. For example, 

if we made P. follow the path of least resistance and keep nurturing existing procedures, adaptability 

would be disabled. 

 

To return to our portrayal of Julia winning the “Female chef of the year” prize, she could also disable 

adaptability by her reaction and communication as a role model. Following the path of least 

resistance, such as her communicating nothing but satisfaction with the prize, would disable 

adaptability. Showing gratitude for being called the best ‘female’ chef would support the current 

patriarchal system. This could further strengthen chefs’ compliance with the idea that it is beneficial 

or satisfactory to support the patriarchal system. The prize’s existence supports the patriarchy because 

it is part of framing women as inferior chefs who require extra attention to be included in the upper 

echelons, as an attempt to make them equivalent to men. Explicitly including ‘female’ in front of 
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female awards, but not those of males, clearly signifies the support for male privilege. Thus, if we 

portrayed Julia to neglect the impact of her voice by taking the path of least resistance she would 

support the patriarchal kitchen system and disable adaptability.  

 

5.3.2 Disabled adaptability when welcoming more women into the kitchen 

As previously discussed, both our male and female interviewees have explained that they would like 

to see more women in the workplace, and especially male participants express that they appreciate 

the results of gender balance and the environment it creates. We would argue that this notion disables 

adaptability because chefs think that the gender inequality issue will be solved simply by inviting 

more females into the kitchen. In this way, chefs believe that physical changes are sufficient for 

solving gender inequalities, but, by applying the underlying assumptions of the patriarchy, they will 

not. Despite Harris and Giuffre’s (2010a) argument that kitchen cultures benefit from the gender 

strengths brought by females, this may not be enough to enable tensions for adaptability because of 

how the patriarchy functions in ascribing privilege to males. Welcoming more women into the kitchen 

can possibly work as a ‘quick fix’ for increasing the physical gender balance. However, it can also 

possibly result in less tension and interaction surrounding the patriarchal issues female chefs face. It 

might detrimentally affect the embracing of the discussion concerning male privilege and female 

subordination. Promoting physical gender balance will improve the sex ratio, but the patriarchal 

system will continue in place. Hence, male privilege will remain and tensions regarding gender 

inequalities will be undermined. This sustains chefs’ disabling of adaptability.   

 

Furthermore, we argue that unequal gender roles in the kitchen will remain despite the wish to achieve 

a balanced sex ratio. This desire implicitly indicates that chefs want females in the kitchen because 

of their feminine traits. However, as kitchen cultures are dominated by masculinity, women who adapt 

will consequently have to acquire these same masculine traits during the socialization process and 

perform tasks characterized as masculine. We would argue that females adapting to the kitchen’s 

masculine atmosphere are following the path of least resistance. Hence, adaptability is disabled 

because women avoid the creation of tensions. Thereby, chefs who believe that welcoming more 

women into kitchens will solve the gender inequality issues are contributing to the disabling of 

tensions for adaptability.   
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5.3.3 Disabled adaptability through a strong hierarchical kitchen structure  

The strictness of a kitchen’s hierarchical and military structure further disables adaptability. Our 

participants explained that in kitchens, just like in armies, soldiers are taught not to question, but to 

only follow orders. Hierarchy creates order and demands strict working procedures—which are the 

opposite conditions for the enabling of adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Supported by Uhl-

Bien and Arena’s (2017) CLT, due to chefs being pressured into unthinking obedience to standard 

practices, it is difficult for tensions to emerge. Thus, hierarchical organizations tend to be resistant to 

change and the fostering of tension, which therefore disables adaptability. 

 

The chefs we interviewed confirmed that, while the notion of hierarchy is still predominant in 

professional kitchens, its significance has been weakening over time. They reported that modern 

kitchens, to a large extent, base their leadership on democratic kitchen teams. However, they point 

out the importance of having one chef with greater decision-making power––where the staff follows 

willingly––as they are at times under great pressure. Here, the risk of going against the superior’s 

orders is simply too high for the sake of changing current practices. Thus, the strong standing 

hierarchy oppresses pressures and tensions that allow adaptability to emerge.  

 

Furthermore, we have identified a link between how the patriarchal system influences hierarchies in 

kitchens to disable adaptability in terms of gender diversity. The chefs we interviewed claimed that 

it is those most skilled at cooking who advance in their careers. They thus claim that they are governed 

by meritocracy, which prioritizes talent over social status for advancement. However, due to the 

masculine dominance in kitchen cultures, and the requirements of masculine traits for success, those 

who operate within the system of masculinity can expect to be promoted to leadership positions. Thus, 

the patriarchy sustains and promotes hegemonic masculinity in kitchens. Patriarchal systems with 

male privilege are constructed to constrain both femininity and the tensions required to enable 

adaptability. 

 

5.3.4 Disabled adaptability through fear-based leadership 

We argue that adaptability is hindered by the fear-based leadership which characterizes kitchens. Gill 

and Burrow (2018) argued that chefs’ fundamental fears of underperformance, harassment, and 

confronting their superiors and colleagues are significant behaviors that maintain kitchen institutions. 

These fears disable adaptability because tensions are oppressed. They are frightened into continuing 
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current practices, not asking questions, and not seeking changes in practice, which are factors Uhl-

Bien and Arena (2017) argued are essential for creating tensions for enabling adaptability. Thus, 

adaptability is disabled. 

 

Fear is likely a significant factor in suppressing conversations about gender diversity and harassment. 

It can illuminate why some chefs ignore or discard these as existent issues in the industry. Fear can 

make chefs distance themselves from the conversation because of the power relations between 

superiors and subordinates. The power relations can either allow for or restrict tensions because of 

the dominant position enjoyed by the superiors. Chefs we interviewed explained that, for the same 

reasons hierarchies function to enhance efficiency by reducing tensions, fear can function as a 

necessary incentive for efficiency (while also prohibiting tensions). Thus, maintaining a fear-based 

leadership style simultaneously prevents the emergence of tensions necessary for adapting to a new 

order.  

 

From the teaching case, when P. reflects on how they wanted to proceed with their team after the ice 

ball incident, they were concerned with their own role in the dilemma. They wanted to maintain their 

respect and consistent leadership performance, and we extract that this includes fear-based leadership 

from how the team reacts to his behavior in the kitchen. Accordingly, from our interviews, it appeared 

that some leaders find ways to maneuver their employees into believing that they are included in 

decision-making processes, while this is actually far from the case. We extract from our interviews 

that chefs use their aggressiveness to balance a democratic environment with their position in respect. 

This implies that they use fear as a means because they explain that their employees will begin to 

demand change if they feel sufficiently comfortable in doing so, and thus create unwanted instability 

in the kitchen system, which further strengthens our argument that fear hinders adaptability.  

 

We found that the chefs we interviewed seemingly take distance from their own role in the 

conversation due to fear-based leadership. This is because of their accounts of having been 

intimidated or scared by their colleagues. They were more hesitant to admit how they perhaps had 

intimidated or scared others. This neglection of their role in the conversation disables tensions for 

adaptability because the chefs themselves avoid including themselves as part of the problem.  
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5.3.5 Disabled adaptability by socializing functioning chefs 

We argue that the socialization process Cooper et al. (2017) explained as ‘building’ a cook into a 

functioning chef, can disable adaptability. Chefs are socialized into kitchen cultures through an 

ongoing sensemaking process. Their previous role becomes obsolete when they adjust to the new one 

of being a functioning chef like Crow and Glascock (1995) argued. Therefore, chefs acquire new 

values connected to their role. As chefs become more strongly connected to a culture and the role 

they identify with, they tend to less frequently question practices as they have become normalized. 

When fewer questions are asked, tensions are undermined and adaptability is disabled.  

 

Our chef participants claimed that gender diversity and harassment in the kitchen is more normalized 

than in other industries, and thus less visible. Accordingly, they accept harsher behavior and must 

develop a thicker skin than those in many other professions—where the same behavior would be 

considered intolerable. A functioning chef will tolerate this harsh culture. Indeed, those who do not 

will find themselves out of a job as Cooper et al. (2017) explained. This was emphasized by our 

interviewees that chefs must be able to handle these issues in order to be successful (but not 

necessarily approve of it). An example of this is the ambiguity over whether they tolerate the 

humorous and often teasing kitchen jargon. Another example is the ambiguity of how they talk about 

the status of kitchen harassment and gender inequality as ‘better’ now than ten years ago. The 

language chefs used to talk about the jargon and improvement implies that they have either found a 

way to accept harassing tendencies or that they have stretched their boundaries as a consequence of 

their roles as chefs. Accepting and normalizing the jargon hinders tensions because they minimize 

deep discussions about the significance of gender inequality and harassment. In other words, 

socialization into kitchen cultures makes chefs reluctant to open up to adapting to something else 

other than the established kitchen norms. Put simply, adaptability is disabled through the current 

socialization. 

 

5.3.6 Disabled adaptability through neglecting gender diversity and harassment  

Another prominent possibility for disabling adaptability is chefs who neglect the enablement of 

tensions by ignoring gender diversity and harassment as issues. The language of some of the chefs 

we interviewed ‘hushed’ talk of gender diversity and harassment issues and even disregarded their 

existence. They neglected the significant harassment statistics in the restaurant industry (Andersen, 

2019; Bloisi & Hoel, 2008; Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Lu & Kleiner, 2001), and thereby hindered 
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adaptability by avoiding creating tensions through discussion. Hindering adaptability through this 

underestimation of the issues implies that they follow the path of least resistance and avoid 

recognizing and acknowledging their role in perpetuating the contradictions in the conversation. 

Some of the chefs we talked to seemingly struggle to acknowledge that adapting to a new order may 

be necessary for improvement. In this situation, by Grints (2005) problem framing, they do not frame 

the problem as being wicked and ignore the complexity of gender diversity and harassment where 

leadership must push the actors involved to ask questions to sufficiently cope. Adaptability is disabled 

here because of how chefs interact with the issues through the path of least resistance where they 

avoid creating tensions and ignore complexity. 

 

5.4 Chefs’ motivation and their framing of gender diversity and harassment issues 
So far, we have discussed how the contradictions in discourse are perpetuated and further how gender 

relations and leadership dynamics are complex in fine dining kitchens. Further, we have discussed 

how tensions that can, under the right conditions, enable adaptability which would allow cultural 

change to unfold. We have also discussed the opposite where the shutting down of tensions disables 

adaptability in kitchens. The purpose of this paper is neither to detect the existence of a problem nor 

define how substantial it is considered to be. Our intent is rather to unravel and resolve the complexity 

that follows the discourse of gender diversity and harassment in kitchens. However, for adaptability 

to emerge, we find it necessary to discuss if the need for change is one of desire.   

  

We propose that the desire for change can be considered a question of satisfaction in kitchens. We 

argue that chefs tend to weigh costs against benefits before deciding to take any action or not––which 

is an action in and of itself. All actions can be described as answers to, and assessments of, problems. 

We argue that this assessment generates chefs’ perception of how serious they consider an issue to 

be. Grint (2005) emphasized the need to act and lead according to whether an issue is framed as 

critical, tamed, or wicked. If chefs assess a problem to be of such negligible significance that the 

benefits of inaction are greater than the cost of action, they are highly likely to ignore the problem. 

Another outcome is that they dismiss it as something not worth pursuing because they find the 

situation to be satisfactory enough to continue as normal, and thus not worth fighting for change. In 

this case, what some might find to be an issue will often be unacknowledged or ignored by others.  
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5.4.1 Chefs’ motivation 

The chefs we interviewed explicitly stated the benefits which inspired and motivated them to choose 

their occupation. In the teaching case, based on our interviews we portrayed Julia, Victor, and 

Sebastian to reflect upon their personal goals and motivation behind choosing their occupation. We 

sought to make them describe what they like about being part of a kitchen, and how their personalities 

fit the work environment. These personas reflect the discourse of our participants and, from the 

interviews, it appears that the motivation primarily consisted of a passion to create extravagant 

experiences by being innovative with ways to compose food ingredients. Their profession provides 

an outlet for their creativity which, like performing artists, they hold to be enormously meaningful to 

them. Furthermore, our chef participants also described themselves as people who need to be 

sufficiently fit and active for this kind of work. They reported enjoying the constant ‘running around’ 

and working under the pressure of performing. The chefs were also motivated by working closely 

with people in a group, as well as the work environment and organizational culture they are part of. 

Additionally, the industry culture with celebrity chefs as role models serves as an inspirational factor 

in that the chefs strived to emulate these figures and the portrayal of the industry they represent. All 

of these inspirations and motivations are what they perceive as beneficial for them in becoming chefs 

and being part of a restaurant.  

  

However, there are differences in how the men and women we talked to discuss their motivation. 

Men tended to focus on professional and personal growth, whereas women additionally showed a 

desire to prove their position as female. As we have previously explained, they wished to prove that 

it is possible to be a successful female chef in a masculine system filled with male privilege. This 

should be considered an additional motivation for women as it implicitly states that it actually takes 

more effort for female chefs to succeed. Women we talked to felt like they had to navigate tougher 

terrain whereas men could tread a smoother path. Women had to fight to prove themselves, and by 

this, we found that the benefits of their success surpassed the cost of giving up.  

 

5.4.2 Chefs’ challenges 

When questioned about what the chefs we interviewed found to be most challenging about the 

profession, both men and women cited the pressure to perform every night to meet extremely high 

standards. Another challenge they highlighted was having to understand their colleagues and their 

personal boundaries, as well as the group dynamics. Unsurprisingly, they also cited the global 
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COVID-19 pandemic as a challenge, which seemingly was a top priority due to chefs’ current need 

to fight for the survival of their restaurants. Finally, they explained that they struggled to balance their 

professional and personal lives due to, in their own words, their work being extreme.  

 

On the one hand, women chefs mentioned that they do not consider being a woman in itself to be the 

challenge of the chef profession. Men, conversely, believed that women struggle to some degree with 

the idea that their sex is traditionally incompatible with the kitchen. This tendency can draw on the 

previous point of motivation, and that women choose to consciously block out these challenges 

because they are determined that sex should not be allowed to impact their success. In this perspective, 

this should be considered as not taking the path of least resistance. It is a silent fight, but one which 

could also be said to disable tensions for adaptability, which is somewhat contradictory as not taking 

the path of least resistance should enable tensions and facilitate change in the system.  

 

None of the explicit challenges they referred to are directly stated as gender relations or harassment 

issues in that they cite these as the main challenges over such other issues as inequalities or bullying. 

Furthermore, when their motivational factors reflect that they have accomplished transforming their 

hobby into a profession, it allows them to contemplate their own satisfaction and appreciation for 

being able to do what they do. Thus, they give the impression of being rather satisfied with 

themselves, as well as seemingly not considering gender diversity and harassment as issues that 

require immediate efforts for change.  

  

However, when the chefs we interviewed were asked directly about whether they consider gender 

diversity and harassment as issues, ambiguity arose. Some chefs immediately said ‘yes’ and added 

that what occurs in the restaurant industry would never be tolerated in others. Others say ‘no’, or that 

it is ‘not that bad’, which means that something is not quite right and they are not entirely satisfied.  

 

The chefs we interviewed also seemed more satisfied with the gender diversity and harassment 

situation due to some of the changes to the industry that have taken place over the past decade. As 

already explained, first, more women have entered the profession. Second, the average age of those 

entering the industry has increased. Third, the focus has shifted more toward creating good food as a 

collaborative process between chefs. Fourth, the aggression amongst chefs is explained by our chef 

participants as lower and fewer violent incidents are being recorded. Lastly, leadership appears to be 
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‘softer’ in that there is now more focus on communication and how to behave differently according 

to staff needs. This may well have resulted from kitchen leaders we have interviewed believed 

themselves to have a better understanding of how thriving employees deliver better quality. These 

changes are considered positive by our chef participants and prove that the industry is forthcoming 

regarding gender diversity and harassment. We have found this to influence chefs’ discourse because 

of the division between how their satisfaction has increased and how they see what work remains to 

be done to further improve the industry in terms of gender diversity and harassment.  

 

The differences between our participant chefs’ explicit and implicit expressions about gender 

diversity and harassment portray the complexity of the issues, as well as how the industry chooses to 

frame them. The complexity of these motivations and challenges illuminates that chefs are situated 

in an interconnected network that irreversibly affects their behavior and socialization. Another 

example of complexity is how some chefs show more resistance than others to adaptability by, 

somewhat ironically, framing the issue as less complex. Only by framing gender diversity and 

harassment as what Grint (2005) referred to as a wicked problem, where leaders seek to discuss and 

inform, can tensions emerge, and thus enable adaptability.  

 

5.5 Takeaways  
From the four contradictions, we found in chefs’ conversations we derive that some less than optimal 

gender relations and masculinist modes of thinking, talking, and interacting persist despite all good 

intentions and efforts made by the chefs we interviewed. The persistence highlights that gender 

relations and leadership dynamics are complex. Therefore, we applied CLT to propose that if chefs 

seek more adaptive ways of interacting, where they can reach a more collaborative and less toxic 

kitchen environment, they need to allow the emergence of tensions. Otherwise, as we explained by 

multiple examples, adaptability will consequently be disabled when chefs shut down conversations 

and avoid understanding how their own role is part of the current discourse. When this is the case, 

chefs perpetuate current discourse. Ultimately, this is a question of how chefs frame gender diversity 

and harassment as leadership issues to overcome complexity. Therefore, chefs must recognize their 

role in perpetuating the contradictions in order to acknowledge and explore ways of letting tensions 

emerge and enabling adaptability to cope with the complexity of the issues for the transformation of 

gender, diversity, and leadership dynamics in fine dining kitchens. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
6.1 Concluding remarks   

We conducted and analyzed interviews with chefs from restaurants in Norway and Denmark, and we 

isolated four key contradictions in the ways they describe gender relations, harassment, and leadership 

dynamics in the restaurant industry. The chefs we interviewed all talk about the need for a more 

diverse and collaborative workplace environment, but they do so in ways that highlight the persistence 

of an individualized, competitive, and masculinist discourse about gender and leadership dynamics 

in the kitchen. This discourse persists despite the chefs’ efforts to move beyond or even ban that 

discourse, despite their efforts to make their kitchens more collaborative, despite the insistence of 

many stakeholders that gender relations are not a problem, and despite the rise of a new generation 

of chefs and kitchen workers who would like kitchens to function otherwise.   

  

We have argued that these contradictions result from the complexity of gender relations and 

leadership dynamics even in small to medium-size enterprises such as fine dining kitchens. For this 

reason, we have drawn on complexity leadership theory to help explain both the contradictions we 

encountered and the persistence of masculinist discourses and command-and-control leadership 

dynamics in kitchens. We have also drawn on CLT to propose a possible solution to these challenges.   

  

It would be rational to conclude that these contradictions point to a number of underlying conflicts 

and tensions in restaurant industry culture that need to be managed or resolved. But we have drawn 

on complexity leadership theory to argue that simply managing these contradictions and tensions 

away would not solve the problem—for example, by convincing chefs not to contradict themselves 

when they talk about gender or leadership. According to CLT, under the right conditions pressures, 

tensions, and contradictions can enable the emergence of new and more positive ways of interacting 

and working together. On this basis, we argue that if chefs want to cultivate more adaptive ways of 

addressing gender dynamics and harassment, they would need first of all to recognize these 

contradictions and to acknowledge their role in perpetuating them. In line with CLT, we conclude 

that embracing and exploring these contradictions can contribute to the emergence of an adaptive 

space for the transformation of gender, diversity, and leadership dynamics in the kitchen. Where the 

role of sex and gender is found underexplored in organizational studies, we contribute by adding a 

gendered lens to CLT.  
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We have arrived at these conclusions by pursuing the answers to two core research questions:   

  

RQ1: What do contradictions in the discourse chefs use to talk about leadership, gender, and 

harassment in their kitchens reveal about leadership dynamics and tensions in the restaurant 

industry?   

  

Our first research question calls for a descriptive answer that foregrounds our empirical findings: 

contradictions in the discourse chefs use to talk about leadership, gender, and harassment in kitchens 

reveal that masculinist discourse and command-and-control assumptions about leadership persist in 

the restaurant industry.  

 

We have described the four key contradictions we uncovered in the analysis of our interviews as 

follows:  

 

1. The chefs we interviewed said they welcome women colleagues and femininity in the 

kitchen. But to make this point they often drew on a masculinist discourse that promotes 

the assumption that women chefs need to behave more like men in order to achieve success 

in the kitchen.  

2. The chefs we interviewed said they have established clear rules regarding workplace 

environment and behavior toward others in their kitchen. But the jargon they employ often 

implicitly breaks or undermines those same rules.  

3. The chefs we interviewed stress the importance of collaboration in the kitchen. But they 

wrap the notion of collaboration in terms of individual achievement, competition, and 

meritocracy that reinforce a predominantly masculinist discourse.  

4. The chefs we interviewed claim to know what good leadership is. But the ways they talk 

about actually exercising leadership often contradict or depart from those ideals.  

  

These contradictions reveal that the masculinist discourse persists despite chefs’ and restaurant 

stakeholders’ best efforts to change them, and despite even some chefs’ claim that gender diversity 

and harassment is a non-existent problem. As our interviews made clear, chefs struggle to separate 

sex and gender. This helps explain why they end up implicitly claiming that women chefs have to 

adjust to the environment of the kitchen by acquiring certain masculine traits. This contradiction 
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pushes women to take part in the masculinist discourse and reveals that chefs’ language plays a role 

in perpetuating tensions in the industry. Further, the contradictions reveal that chefs understand 

leadership dynamics as the making of rules, but in reality, rules are frequently broken or undermined 

due to the kitchen jargon and perpetuation of a toxic kitchen environment. Moreover, the 

contradictions also reveal that the chefs take on an entity perspective on a relational phenomenon 

regarding leadership in the kitchen when they describe collaboration as individual achievements, 

competition, and meritocracy that reinforce a predominantly masculinist discourse.   

  

Contradictions in the ways that the chefs we interviewed talk about gender and leadership persist 

because these issues, and the orchestration of peak performance in fine dining kitchens, are very 

complex. They are complex because of the number of entities moving and how they interact with 

each other in ways that change things. Gender relations and leadership dynamics in the kitchen are 

complex, first because of relations between actors that reinforce patriarchal notions in kitchens and 

masculinist kitchen cultures that perpetuate a problematic gendered environment. Next, leadership 

dynamics are complex due to how chefs’ socialization process appears to make chefs accept the 

current norms, which can consequently enable harassment of both male and female chefs. Lastly, we 

found leadership dynamics in the kitchen to be highly complex as chefs are people who work in a 

tighter network than actors in other industries, where their relationships make them impact each other 

in irreversible ways. By applying CLT to the discourse that chefs employ to talk about gender and 

leadership, we can illustrate that the contradictions build on existing tensions in the industry.  

  

Our second research question calls for a more normative answer in which we suggest how chefs might 

confront these problems and change the situation:   

  

RQ2: How can complexity leadership theory help explain the role of these contradictions and tensions 

in perpetuating gender imbalances—but potentially also in enabling the emergence of more adaptive 

gender and leadership dynamics in the kitchen?   

 

In response to this research question, we propose that CLT can explain the persistence of these 

dynamics leading up to the contradictions when tensions are shut down as a result of the complexity 

of gender relations and leadership dynamics in kitchens. Ironically, by following CLT, the solution 

is not to get rid of tensions, but for all chefs to acknowledge how they are part of creating these 
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tensions and to embrace one’s responsibility for perpetuating these tensions and contradictions. Chefs 

describe how they want their environment to be more collaborative, progressive, inclusive, and 

diverse, but the way they frame those desires and perceptions embodies the contradictions we found. 

The contradictions exist because of the persistence of older ways of thinking about gender, diversity, 

and leadership dynamics all alongside thinking about doing more progressive ways––we can explain 

that persistence as complexity and CLT helps convey this.   

  

On the basis of our analysis, we can suggest a way out of the persistence of contradictions and tensions 

that perpetuate tendencies of gender inequality and harassment. By drawing on CLT, opting for 

change in kitchen environments is not about managing these tensions away or pretending they do not 

exist, but about working with the tensions, embracing and acknowledging that they exist, and for 

chefs to understand their own role in them. While the normal line of thought appears for chefs to 

attack an issue by managing tensions and uncomfortable situations away, CLT proposes that chefs 

would need to embrace the tensions and even in some cases expand and develop them.   

  

For example, we find in our empirics a tension in the breaking of current norms. Where chefs are 

taught to function as a proper chef, the tensions are normally held down, but changes like a softer 

kitchen environment, younger generations of chefs entering and daring to ask questions, and an 

increasingly higher tolerance for chefs speaking their mind creates the tension that is needed for a 

new kitchen system or order to emerge. Breaking the norms creates discomfort and tension because 

sanctions and the resistance by not doing what is expected by a chef is a natural part of adaptation 

towards a new kitchen system. On the contrary, chefs shut down tensions by stereotyping and 

participating in the dominant comfortable culture by following norms. Back to enabling adaptability, 

chefs open up for tensions to emerge when they communicate how they themselves are also part of 

creating these contradictions. However, we found chefs often communicated that either gender 

diversity and harassment were not a problem or that it is other chefs who are at fault. Tensions are 

shut down in this manner.   

  

By answering our two research questions, we provide a contribution to the growing body of research 

on gender dynamics in management and organizational studies. We do so by employing CLT to help 

explain the persistence of masculinist modes of talking and interacting—as well as the persistence of 

unfavorable workplace relations and harassment—even in contexts in which the stakeholders we 
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interviewed would like to see gender relations improve or think that they already have. The chefs we 

interviewed all talked about old ways of doing things and pointed toward new ways of interacting, 

working, and leading in their workplaces. But the discourse they employed to point toward such a 

future contained contradictions that highlighted the persistence of the ‘old ways’ of working and 

interacting.   

  

6.2 Further research   

Our interviews revealed that chefs in higher positions can and often do reinforce their authority by 

communicating to their subordinates how easy it would be to replace them. We have argued that this 

is to a large extent why restaurant cultures do not change. Bringing this into the present-day, the 

COVID-19 pandemic provides a vivid example of this same dynamic, and a case for further 

investigating adaptation and change in restaurants. For example, the labor shortage, ushered in by the 

pandemic might have opened up space for change in restaurants. With the pandemic seemingly 

coming to an end, restaurants cannot afford to chase employees away with adverse working 

conditions. It is possible to study how pressures that can open up possibilities and opportunities for 

change are the result of the COVID-19 pandemic and how it should not solely be perceived as a 

negative crisis with negative impacts.   

  

To date, the knowledge base about how gender influences leadership is limited in organizational 

studies in general, but even more so within the context of the restaurant. This entails that further 

research on the topic is needed not solely for the purpose of leadership development but also for 

promoting the issues forward to boost adaptive space in the restaurant industry.   

  

A compelling study could investigate through participant observation in kitchens the interaction and 

behavior between genders to detect how they perform gendered acts and efforts conceivably 

bordering harassment. Thereafter, analyzing how gendered institutions and the system they are part 

of potentially hinder adaptability, like in this project. This will add a more nuanced layer to the picture 

we have painted through this research.   

  

Secondly, our study would benefit from a longitudinal perspective where the long-term development 

of cultural change through adaptability unfolds. Milestones and progress can be detected and 

measured through quantitative analysis in conjunction with qualitative analysis to further investigate 
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how leadership dynamics respond to the changes in kitchen cultures. In this case, it will be more 

evident how allowing pressures and tensions lead to adaptability and measurable changes and what 

these changes may be.   

  

Further, it is possible to compare the old generations of chefs’ perception of issues with gender 

diversity and harassment with the new generation. We got an indication that a lot of cultural changes 

have already taken place over the years and exploring differences in attitudes would demonstrate in 

what directions the restaurant industry is heading as well as changes in leadership dynamics.   

  

In this study, we put gender diversity and harassment under the same social issue as we see them go 

hand in hand in the restaurant industry and the concept of adaptability and complexity apply to both. 

However, both of these issues could be studied separately to distinguish leadership dynamics towards 

each of them and to detect the implications for the individual phenomenon.   

  

Finally, it is possible to research if there is a correlation between the increase in women chefs and the 

way chefs describe changes in leadership style toward becoming more ‘humane’ and feminine. This 

study would provide us with a deeper comprehension of the gender dynamics and a possible new 

order within the restaurant industry.    
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Appendix 1: Table of participants

Participant #: Gender: Position: Interview
classification:

Nationality:

#1 Female Head chef Phase one Norwegian

#2 Female Waitress Phase one Norwegian

#3 Male Head chef Phase one Norwegian

#4 Male Head chef/Author/Media
personality

Phase one Norwegian

#5 Male Business owner/Head chef Phase one Mexican

#6 Female Student coordinator Phase one Norwegian

#7 Female Business owner/Head chef Phase two Danish

#8 Female Business
owner/Author/Head
chef/restaurant manager

Phase two Danish

#9 Female Business owner/Head chef Phase two Indian

#10 Female Restaurant industry advisor Phase two Danish

#11 Male Head chef/Restaurant
owner

Phase two Danish



Appendix 2: Excerpt from a Norwegian restaurant code of conduct

Behavior

Our kitchen relies heavily on communication. When asked to perform a task, respond politely that
you understand. If you are unsure about anything you are asked to do, ask immediately to clarify
instead of doing something which you don’t understand. It is expected that you do not give excuses
or talk back when you have been told something.

Do not stand around without a project. Our scheduling relies on maximizing all available time spent in
the kitchen, so if you do not have a task, ask for one from your supervising individual.

A section of the kitchen is visible from the dining room. This idea of visibility from the guests should
extend to the entire length of the kitchen. Leaning on benches or walls, working with a dirty floor
underneath you, having dirty and unfolded towels on your station, or wearing a dirty apron, jacket,
pants, or shoes are not acceptable. Your station should be presentable as to Lysverket standards at all
times - even during a busy service.

We work as a team at Lysverket. It’s important to be friendly and courteous to your colleagues and
respect them. This means asking questions when you don’t understand how to do someone’s mise en
place, requesting to use a piece of equipment that does not belong to you instead of just taking it
(and then returning it clean and un-harmed), and announcing your whereabouts when traveling
through the kitchen. This means saying “BEHIND” when you are behind someone, “HOT” when you
are carrying something that could possibly burn someone, “CORNER” when traveling around a corner,
and “SHARP” when holding a knife.

This idea of respect also relates to how we communicate. Sexist, racist, or harmful remarks will not be
tolerated.

When putting a label on something, we use masking tape. Always write what it is, today’s date and
initials using a permanent marker. Take this label and cut it neatly before putting it on the mise en
place container. Make sure the label comes of before the container is brought to dish.

All recipes, garnishes and components are expected to be written down in your personal notepad for
future reference. At a suitable time, the recipe should be added to our joint Google Drive folder
“Recipes”. Have your smartphone available for easy access to this Drive folder. We work strictly under
recipes and you are expected to follow the recipes you are given. However, we encourage you to
refine and perfect existing recipes. Bring your experience to the table, its valuable!

Mobile phones are permitted for documenting your experience if you are interested in doing so. If
you are expecting an important phone call or email, feel free to let a supervising person know. Other
than these cases, the expectation is that you are here to learn and work. Unrelated mobile phone use
is not allowed. That means - no personal calls, texting or Facebook during work hours.



Appendix 3: Reported incidents by domain concerning sexual harassment towards

women in Norway

Reference:

Lysberg, K., Andersen, G. R., Hegdal, B., Strømholm, T., & Søvik, S. R. (2020). Mobbing og

trakassering I arbeidslivet: Arbeidstilsynets erfaringer. (Arbeidstilsynet:

KOMPASS-TEMA 42020).

https://www.arbeidstilsynet.no/globalassets/om-oss/forskning-og-rapporter/kompass-te

ma-rapporter/2020/kompass-tema-nr.-4-2020-mobbing-og-trakassering-i-arbeidslivet.

pdf
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Appendix 4: “Take it or leave it”

Reference:
ROC United. (2018). Take Us Off the Menu. The Impact of Sexual Harassment in the

Restaurant Industry. The restaurant Opportunities Centers United. Retrieved
5th of April 2021 from:
https://rocunited.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2020/02/TakeUsOffTheMenuReport.
pdf?fbclid=IwAR2yok57axGuvda0DieoUCmkdQq8QE4iV4EUxsOyN7zUCRp7Cm6
vz0kauFE
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Appendix 5: Increase in women choosing the chef occupation in the US

Reference:
Datausa. (2021). Chefs & head cooks. Retrieved May 8th 2021 from:

https://datausa.io/profile/soc/chefs-head-cooks
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