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Abstract
Purpose – This paper aims to reveal gendered leadership constructs that hinder a competency-based view
of leadership in Swedish-based global companies and the implications for leadership recruitment and
development to top management positions.
Design/methodology/approach – The paper is based on qualitative semi-structured interviews, which
have been analyzed using a gender analytic framework to identify how senior management, Human resource
management and leadership trainees are discussing leadership and career development.
Findings – Three themes were identified as clouding the issue of gender-equal leadership practices
thereby creating an opaque gendered lens of who is defined as eligible for leadership positions. The three
themes were: symbols as gendered images, counting heads – preserving the existing system and illusive
gender inclusion.
Research limitations/implications – Recruitment practices were identified as contributors to
homosocial practices that perpetuate male-dominated leadership representation. However, specific
recruitment practices were not fully explored.
Practical implications – The potential use of gender equality as a sustainable management practice for
competitive organizations to recruit and develop talented people.
Social implications – To create resilient and gender-equal recruitment and leadership development
practices.
Originality/value – This research offers an original perspective on gender representation at the senior
management level in global companies by revealing gendered leadership constructs in the leadership
recruitment and development process as antecedents to unequal gender representation in senior management
positions.

Keywords Corporate culture, Leadership, Recruitment, Management development, Gender equality

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Despite decades of gender equality policies and affirmative action in Sweden and globally,
women in top management positions are still under-represented in both the private and
public sectors (Adler, 1993; Billing, 2011; Ely et al., 2011; Gallant, 2014; Muhonen et al., 2012;
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Oakley, 2000). There are still no signs of senior management teams in global organizations
being gender equal or that women are equally accounted for in CEO positions (Kiaye and
Singh, 2013; Kunze and Thorburn, 2014; Joshi et al., 2015). The search for global leadership
talent and the need to develop internal processes to identify and develop employees to
become tomorrow’s leaders is a growing demand (Chambers et al., 1998; Mäkelä et al., 2010;
Schuler et al., 2011; Dragoni et al., 2009; Tienari et al., 2013; Gladwell, 2002). With increased
global competition and an expanding number of small- and medium-sized companies
becoming global, the competition for young talent has increased (Scullion and Collings,
2011). At the same time, the gender gap between women and men in senior management
positions continues. One prevailing theory is that women are not provided equal
opportunities early in the leadership identification process. This lack of opportunity starts
with leadership recruitment and continues throughout the talent management process
(Ohlott et al., 1994; King et al., 2012; Hoobler et al., 2014; Ely et al., 2011). One explanation for
why women are not identified or considered as potential candidates for executive positions is
given by Tienari et al. (2013, p. 4) who point to the search for executive candidates as a closed
process conducted by head hunters and the “new boys network”. This type of recruitment is
an example of homosocial practice that contributes to the gender construction of executive
candidates as male and perpetuates the reproduction of male top management
(Lipman-Blumen, 1976; Holgersson, 2013).

In Sweden, gender equality in work life has been on the political agenda since the
1970s when a delegation on women’s work life conditions was initiated. Gender equality
policies have continued to develop, and Sweden, together with the Nordic countries, has
been acknowledged as forerunners in gender equality (Daly, 2005). Despite being
successful at policy levels and introducing legislations and programs to reduce the
inequality between men and women, women are still under-represented in senior
management positions. According to Swedish National Statistics, only 5 per cent of the
chairpersons and 6 per cent of the Managing Directors in private-sector-listed (stock
exchange) companies are women (Tables I-III). In public sector companies, the number of

Table I.
Number and sex
distribution in boards
and management
teams of listed
companies in Sweden,
2013

Position
Number Sex distribution %

Women Men Women Men

Chairperson 11 220 5 95
Managing director 14 217 6 94
Board members 359 1 157 24

Sources: Styrelser och revisorer i Sveriges Börsföretag 2012-2013, SIS Ägarservice AB Boards and Auditors
in Sweden’s listed companies (Statistics Sweden, Women and men in Sweden, 2012)

Table II.
Sex distribution in
boards and
management teams of
public service
companies, 2002 and
2013

Position
2002 2013%

Women Men Women Men

Chairperson 13 87 37 63
Managing Director 12 88 29 71
Board member 37 63 47 53

Source: Ministry of Finance, Annual report for government-owned enterprises (Statistics Sweden, Women
and men in Sweden 2014)
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women in these positions has more than doubled (Tables I-III) demonstrating that there
has been progress in the public sector but not in the private sector, which is the focus of
this study.

In regard to the background presented above, we can see that women are progressively
entering leadership positions in public service companies; however, they continue to lack
representation in the private sector. In an environment where legislations on gender equality
and the implementation of tools to promote gender-equal practices has continued to develop,
our curiosity regarding this seeming contradiction led us to the question, why are women
still under-represented in top management positions in private companies? Furthermore,
many organizations promote corporate values and ambitions that present the image of a
modern, attractive, gender-equal workplace while lacking equal representation at the senior
management level. This led to our interest in learning more about this phenomenon from the
perspective of recruitment of talented people. The aim of this paper is to identify if gendered
leadership constructs exist that potentially distort a competency-based view of leadership in
Swedish-based global companies and the implications for leadership recruitment and
development to top management positions. This paper will also explore gender
mainstreaming as a working model for gender-equal recruitment processes. The research
questions were:

RQ1. How are organizational constructions of leadership articulated according to
gender?

RQ2. What impact do the constructions of the ideal leader have on recruitment and
leadership development practices?

The article is based on two case studies, one from the retail industry and one from the food
industry. Both cases are gender-coded female industries and global businesses (Jönsson et al.,
2014). In this article, we have concentrated on findings from interviews conducted with
human resource (HR) managers, senior managers and aspiring leaders in the food and retail
industry. The article is structured as follows:

• first, we outline gender equality as a strategy for institutionalized change and specify
our theoretical perspective;

• we then present the research design, methodology, empirical data and finding; and
• finally, we present our conclusions and make recommendations for further research on

gendered organizations and gender-equal leadership recruitment and development.

Gender mainstreaming – a model for gender-equal recruitment of managers?
The Swedish government initiated a public investigation on societal power relations in the
late 1980s (SOU, 1990, p. 44). An important theoretical contribution in the investigation was
the gender system approach that includes the following propositions:

Table III.
Number and sex

distribution in board
and management

teams of public service
companies, 2011

Position
Number Sex distribution %

Women Men Women Men

Chairperson – 4 – 100
Director General 1 3 25 75
Board member 14 15 48 52

Source: Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications (Statistics Sweden, Women and men in Sweden,
2012)
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• gender is socially constructed;
• what is historically, socially and culturally constructed as male is viewed as superior

to what is constructed as female; and
• the gender system acknowledges power structures that subordinate what is

considered feminine compared to masculine (SOU, 1990, p. 44; Hirdman, 2003; Connell,
2002).

In 1991, the Swedish Gender Equality Act (2 SFS, 1991, p. 433) further addressed power
structures and was based on both gender system theory and feminist theory. At this same time,
Yvonne Hirdman introduced the concept “gender contract model” which identified that men and
women together keep intact the gender power inequity of subordinating women to men.

The gender system theory was influential in the development of Swedish gender policy.
Therefore, when gender mainstreaming was introduced in the mid 1990s, Sweden was well
prepared to integrate it as a method for working with gender equality. Gender
mainstreaming is a process of integrating gender equality in all work groups and
organizational processes versus treating it as a separate set of processes. It was introduced as
a way of moving gender equality into core organizational activities and away from
organizing gender equality measures as side projects secondary to the core business.
Introducing gender mainstreaming as a strategy for improving gender equality made
previous methods for taking women’s status into consideration obsolete (Squires, 2007;
Rönnblom, 2011). As Squires and others (Lombardo et al., 2009) have identified, introducing
gender mainstreaming as the method for gender equality professionalized the question of
women’s rights. One outcome of choosing gender mainstreaming as the only method was a
vast amount of literature on how to make it work in practice. The literature highlights three
aspects of working with gender mainstreaming:

• mapping the representation of men and women in the organization;
• mapping the distribution of resources according to women and men; and
• finally, analyzing the distribution of gender and resources (Svenska

Kommunförbundet, 2002).

The feminist model, which the Swedish gender equality policy is based on, has been
criticized for not acknowledging power dimensions within the two sex categories and for
not taking race into consideration. Gender mainstreaming has also been criticized for
being inconsistent (Verloo, 2007; Walby, 2005) and for its different, and sometimes
opposing, theoretical formulations for handling the sameness/difference distinction
(Walby, 2005.) Whether it should be viewed as theory or method is another contentious
issue (Walby, 2005). Gender mainstreaming is what Mark (2007) defines as “system
preserving” gender equality. According to Mark (2007), the analysis needs to start by
questioning the ideals of the organization or business and revealing gendered embedded
norms (Verloo, 2001;Walby 2005). If used in accordance with feminist theory gender
mainstreaming can be used as an innovative process for developing organizations and
businesses so they move toward systemic, sustainable change rather than cosmetic,
surface changes. We consider gender mainstreaming as a model to enhance a more
gender equal recruitment process, focusing on the structural dimensions of gender in
society. Being aware of the theoretical objections, in this article we will use it as a tool to
understand how competence and recruitment is narrated by managers, HR experts and
management aspirants.
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Setting the scene – retail business and food industry
The retail business and food industry are highly diverse sectors in the Swedish labor market
but are referred to as women dominated labor markets. The food industry is the fourth
largest manufacturing industry in Sweden. In 2012, 53,000 people were employed by the
industry and it contributed to 2 per cent of the GDP. In 2010, the total revenue was 165 bn
Swedish kronor. According to National statistics, the gender quota in the food business is
about equal; however, the internal labor market is gender segregated according to both
hierarchy and work tasks. The jobs occupied by women require fewer qualifications and
only 20 per cent of the managers are women (Ledarna, 2014).

In the Swedish context, the retail and food industry are described as places where
primarily women work. In retail, there are more women than men and they also out-number
men in first line management positions. In regard to the more senior management positions,
only 30 per cent of these positions are filled by women (Ledarna, 2014).

The strategies used to address recruitment and leadership development is rooted in the
type of talent required in the particular industry. The company’s philosophy of the type of
talent needed to strategically position their organization as relevant and competitive is also
considered as a part of their recruitment and development strategy. Historically, the food
industry has based their recruitment of managers on individual experience within the
company thereby limiting the pool of potential leaders. However, because the food industry
has developed and is competing in the global market, they have professionalized
management positions and broadened the scope of their recruitment. In the retail business,
practical, hands-on experience is described as the path to leadership and is the primary focus
of recruitment and leadership development. Managers are viewed as effective based on how
they daily contribute to leading and developing their team.

Research design and methods
This article is based on data from two case studies of industries that operate in the global
market: food and retailing. The food industry project focused on how an innovation hub
could use gender equality in food businesses to develop and enhance innovation processes
(Scholten, 2012). The food industry data was gathered from: semi-structured interviews with
board members, stakeholders, trainees, students, researchers and industry representatives
and statistical reports on gender quotas (Scholten, 2012).

The retail industry project focused on gender equal practices within “Swedish” leadership
in a global company (Jönsson et al., 2014). A single global firm was used as the case and one
of the authors followed a 20-week trainee program with 20 participating trainees. The author
took part in retreats, workshops, participant observations and interviews with the mentors
and trainees. Qualitative data were gathered from observations, semi-structured interviews
and field notes. The interviews were transcribed verbatim. The two research projects can be
described as having a multiple case-study research design (Yin, 1994) which gives the
opportunity for a nonlinear research process (Callerstig, 2014). This method helps to develop
the research project in line with both a conceptual theoretical framework (feminist theory)
and inductive, qualitative empirical generated data. Gender, gender equality and
organization were common features of both projects. It is important to note that the data from
the food industry were collected from multiple organizations, whereas the data retrieved
from the retailing project were gathered exclusively from one organization. The reason for
this difference is that the food industry project provided access to an innovation hub
including several companies, whereas the retail research project provided access to only one
company. Combining the data from these industries is of value because both cases are
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gender-coded female industries and global businesses; thus, the argument put forth in this
paper is strengthened.

The sampling procedure occurred as follows. In the food industry project, the first
interviews were conducted with the board members of the innovation hub. As a result of
these contacts, access was provided to CEOs and senior managers of the leading food
companies in Sweden. In addition, the food industry board recommended exploring informal
networks by interviewing HR managers. Using the snow ball sampling method (Babbie,
2001), the first interviewee recommended the next person to be interviewed.

In the second project, there was direct access to the Swedish CEO for the global retail
company. He gave access to the organization where the researchers individually identified key
informants. The key informants comprised HR managers and project managers. In addition, the
National Human Resource manager was also interviewed. This individual provided access to
the aspirant training program (training for young aspiring leaders). All participating man-
agers of the training program, and all trainees in the program were interviewed.

In total 50 people, 29 women and 21 men were interviewed. Senior management included
CEOs and board members, 7 women and 10 men. The first line managers included HR
managers and project managers, six women and two men. The management trainees
comprised 16 women and 9 men (Table IV).

The interviews lasted between 35 and 90 min and were conducted at each interviewee’s
workplace. The interviews focused on different aspects of gender equality, organizational
development and career development. The board and senior managers as well as the HR
managers were asked about their individual experiences of career development and
gendered power structures at the workplace. The interviewees reflected upon different
situations they had experienced. They explained how previous life situations had provided
or restricted opportunities and leadership possibilities and how this impacted their
experience or motivation to become managers.

Qualitative research design generates large amounts of data, which need to be sorted and
condensed in a structured manner (Kvale, 2007). The data analysis was organized using a
grounded theory approach influenced by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The empirical findings
were analyzed using theories from feminist research on gender, organization and gender
equality. This process of alternating between review of the findings and theory was a
significant part of an abductive analysis process (Callerstig, 2014; Dubois and Gadde, 2002;
Cowley and Heath, 2004). The feminist theories used in analyzing the empirical data were
based on Acker’s (1990) model of gendered organizations as well as more recent feminist
research on gendered organizations and gendered leadership (Billing 2011; Gallant 2014;
Holgersson, 2013; Liu et al., 2015; Rees and Garnsey, 2003). The theoretical framework helped
identify the gendered structures embedded in the organizations’ cultural norms and to
understand if, and how, corporate culture works for or against gender inequalities in the
areas of leadership development and selection.

The analysis began by reading transcripts of the interviews informed by the theoretical
perspective of gendered organizations (Acker, 1990) and the desired management
qualifications as defined by the industry and companies in this study. While analyzing the

Table IV.
Interviews conducted:
industry and gender
distribution

Gender

Food industry CEO,
senior manager,
board member

Food industry
HR manager

Food industry,
trainee

Retail business, HR
manager and

project manager
Retail business,

trainee

Men 10 – 2 2 7
Women 7 2 4 4 12
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data, there was a specific focus on the contradictions between policy and praxis within the
areas of leadership recruitment and development. Using this method, passages were
identified in the interview transcripts that referenced these aspects of gendered
management. The relevant passages in the interview content were coded in line with
grounded theory principles (Cowley and Heath, 2004).

Findings
The aim of this study was to identify if gendered leadership constructs exist that distort a
competency-based view of leadership in Swedish-based global companies and to explore the
implications for leadership recruitment and development to top management positions. To
obtain a multilevel organizational perspective, the interviews were conducted with senior
managers, first-line managers and management trainees.

In the following section, we discuss our findings thematically under the following
headings: symbols as gendered images, counting heads – preserving the existing system and
illusive gender inclusion.

Symbols as gendered images
Leadership is a position imbued with various symbols, often referring to power, control,
independence and prestige (Acker, 1990). When symbols are attached to gender and the
imbued power, control, independence and prestige associated with these symbols, it
perpetuates a gendered construct of leadership. These gendered constructs often reinforce
the spatial and organizational division between women and men (Acker, 1990). In the
interviews, both women and men gave examples of leadership constructions as gendered
practice accompanied by specific artifacts and behaviors.

A former (woman) CEO recalled when she accepted the position as a senior manager, her
fellow male colleagues tested her in a competitive manner. Her strategy in response to this
was to be one of the boys, and not just any of the boys but the lead character. Being
competitive was her strategy for establishing her authority in what she described as a tough
and masculine setting. She also decided to compete on their terms by systematically making
sure that she had all the symbols of a successful industry leader. This form of establishing
her authority included the most expensive and exclusive company car; the most high-tech
cell-phone and displaying the highest scientific-industry-ranked journals as her reading
material of choice. She explained that she did all this just to demonstrate that she was
“playing with the boys on their own turf”. She further explained that when a woman reaches
a top-position like she has as CEO, they continue to be questioned by male subordinates and
have to use symbols of power and prestige to “stay in the game”.

One woman interviewee gave a detailed description of how she felt when selected for a
“traditionally” male senior manager position and subsequently encountered envious male
colleagues. Her selection was based on both her competencies and experience in the core
business as a production manager. The production manager position is a technical job
viewed as both a symbol of masculinity and an unstated prerequisite for management. Her
statement is given as follows:

[…] There are too few women working directly in the field – on the production line where they can
directly experience results based on their own effort. I believe this pattern must be broken and
women must have the opportunity to work on the production line or they will never get ahead
(woman corporate leader, food industry B).

In addition to this experience, she also had the required skills to work in an international work
environment. Although her skills and experience exceeded her male predecessor, he was retained
by the company as her mentor. She was convinced that he was retained in the capacity as mentor
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to add “male” credibility to her position, a position “understood” to be only for men. This
perception of competency hinders women without management experience on the industry floor
from reaching senior management level positions. This is an example of the gendered contract
that, Hirdman (2003) argues, maintains the (un)even gender balance.

To further strengthen her points, this corporate leader gave examples of being influenced
by male mentors throughout her childhood while concurrently retaining her female identity.
She described being supervised by her uncle and inspired by male professionals that were a
part of her family during her childhood. She explained sharing a strong identification with
men – her father and his colleagues – but felt that she had retained her female identity and
had not taken on the image of tomboy. Others interviewed described themselves as tomboys
who have always found it natural to socialize and identify with men and their interests:

[…] When I was growing up, I had primarily male friends. I had trouble understanding myself, for
example, why I found it fun to shoot a slingshot and why it wasn’t fun for me to play with dolls
(woman manager in the food industry).

A younger aspiring leader in the retail business described herself as a tomboy on the path to
leadership. She explained her adopted strategy of showing off for the male colleagues as a
way to be noticed and position herself for consideration of leadership positions. She
explained that if she can be viewed as masculine, then she has a better chance of being
considered for leadership.

In accordance with the sociocultural construction of femininity, there were examples in
the organizations studied of women reduced to qualities associated with their sex and
described as docile, caring and compliant (Leidner, 1991). In the food industry, women
trainees were referred to as a nice complement to the work environment. This assessment
was based on qualities of caring and kindness rather than on knowledge and skills. Their
university degrees had become tokens of a more professional environment, rather than being
an indicator of an acquired skill level. They worked in a predominately male department
where few had or valued university diplomas. A similar situation was also found in the retail
industry as illustrated in the following quote:

[…] Getting more girls I think is good, it lightens the mood, you get more points of view more
backgrounds perhaps, many guys have pretty similar backgrounds […] while the girls might have
worked in completely different professions so it is […] Yes, it is a positive factor that we have
received more girls, definitely (man manager, retail industry).

The accepted societal gender contracts have impacts on how qualifications and gender are
connected in society and is mirrored by these organizations. Even if the food and retail
businesses are women-dominated sectors, the management teams are often male dominated,
resulting in women managers being treated as secretaries or totally ignored at meetings:

[Reflecting on her experience in the boardroom and on project teams] […] just like all the women who
step into the boardroom or projects. You can sit and express as many ideas as you like and nobody
listens, but then a man says the same thing a few minutes later, and all the sudden […] wow, what
a great idea (former woman manager in the food industry).

Furthermore, the retail organization and the food business, although claiming to be modern
inclusive organizations, continued to display visual representations – pictures on the walls
and in its literature – of older, white, men as leaders in the organization. The images
portrayed a construct of leadership as a heterosexual, white male. Upon reflection, one of the
HR managers made the statement that this may be why young people often have an
“old-fashioned idea of leadership”.
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Counting heads – preserving the existing system
In order for gender mainstreaming to be implemented as a working model for
gender-equal recruitment, the processes need to be translated into every day
organizational practices. As mentioned in the introduction, gender mainstreaming aims
at fundamentally reorganizing institutions at a system level (Mark, 2007; Verloo, 2001,
p. 3; Walby, 2005). This reorganization implies both quantitative and qualitative aspects
of the organization, which sometimes makes gender mainstreaming a challenge to deal
with theoretically. The quantitative dimension focuses on gender quotas in relation to
representation in different settings such as board member representation and access to
resources. The qualitative dimension has an imbued aspect of power in relation to gender
and at the same time is linked to gender identity and social constructivist perspectives on
identity. The qualitative perspective sometimes works in opposition to the quantitative
understanding of gender equality (Powell et al., 2009). Just focusing on the singular quanti-
tative aspects can become an exercise in counting heads that preserves gender numbers
without making integrated systemic change that alters structures or processes. In this sec-
tion, we are focusing on the quantitative aspect of the gender mainstreaming process.

The question of numbers and gender quota is relevant in the organizations studied as
illustrated in the following examples. A young female student who is engaged in
recruiting activities for the food business industry reflected upon a board meeting. In
this meeting, she and her female colleagues were greeted by the male senior managers
with the following comment “where are the boys hiding?” She retorted with “where is the
board hiding the women?” The male board members had expected more male students
aspiring to leadership positions in the food industry and the female students had
expected a more gender-equal representation on the board. A representative of the
organizing committee for the event explained that the gender balance in the student
group is representative of the number of women compared to men who are attending
university and specializing in food technology.

In the retail business, counting and numbers was an argument for not having to
consider the question of gender equality. HR managers explained that there was no
gender equality problem because the company attracts many young, well-educated
women who are interested in working at the company. To support the argument, the HR
manager presented a document that numerically showed a 50-50 gender split of
warehouse managers. This was used as a justification that they had reached the gender
equality goal. Furthermore, gender was about even in the management trainee program.
In rebuttal to this argument, several of the HR managers stated that the gender quota
scale had started to tip in the other direction. Their view was that if there were gender-equality
issues to address, it was about recruiting men as there were more women than men working
in the warehouses. From this perspective, the men were gaining affirmative action without
anyone acknowledging it was occurring. In these discussions, the HR managers discussed
gender equality from a numeric standpoint, referring to gender equality as the number of
men and women; however, they had difficulty making this distinction when referencing men
and women being given the same leadership opportunities. Gender equality was viewed as a
strategy of equal numbers and managing salaries, not as a recruitment strategy connected to
leadership.

When the HR manager was asked about gender equality from an organizational
perspective, she emphatically stated that gender equality is an individual issue, “it is every
one’s responsibility to develop him or herself for a more senior position”. Furthermore, she
drew a distinction between gender numbers and recruitment processes reflecting an
ambivalent attitude toward this issue:
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I don’t use the gender equality plan as a tool. We use the plan in order to have control and make sure
there are no skewed salaries according to gender, but not in recruiting processes, because we need to
have good candidates (female, HR-manager, RB).

This statement illustrates that the HR manager in the retail business was unaware of the
difference between gender equity and gender equality. Gender equality entails working with
structural factors related to distinctions based on gender.

In contrast to the previous HR manager’s response, a former CEO from the food industry
framed her concern about the slow pace of recruiting talented women to senior positions from
a broader contextual perspective. She expressed her belief that the onus of the responsibility
for gender-equal leadership is not an individual responsibility but should be viewed from an
organizational and societal perspective.

She further described how she was often asked to make statements regarding organizational
implementation of gender equality policies. Despite her strong belief that more women should
occupy top leadership positions, she felt somewhat offended when questioned about this topic.
When this occurred, she felt she was not valued as an individual but treated as a female in a
symbolic position. Her additional concern was that the government was selecting the easy way of
addressing the issue by threatening boards of private companies to reach certain quotas instead
of dealing with the necessary structural changes in organizations and society:

[…] but my point is that it’s a social issue, how men and women are portrayed in advertising all
reinforce this issue. As I see it I think it has consequences for people’s career choices because of what
they’ve seen around them. For example, how is what women do portrayed? […], what do men do?
These images, sit deep, deep, deep, deep in self-image and identity, and includes [who we view as]
role models, this is a big deal (woman CEO, in the food industry).

While the CEO was addressing the structural dimension of unequal terms for women and
men, the trainees and managers referenced an individualized viewpoint that focused on
getting the most qualified person in the position regardless of gender. When asked about
gender quotas, the leadership trainees in the retail company stated “[…] we are not feminists
or supporters of affirmative actions”. They put forth the argument that what is most
important is getting the right person, based on qualifications into a vacant position
regardless of gender, disability or ethnicity. The HR managers also referred to
characteristics of qualified individuals and the importance of selecting the right person. The
retail business used the concept “the many people” as a statement of inclusion for any
under-represented group. In the interviews, when HR managers were asked about gender
equality policies they reflexively shifted the discussion to the problem of attracting people
with ethnicities other than Swedish to management position. They retorted with statements
like: “They don’t apply for the positions” (senior male HR-manager, RB). This argument
positions the individual worker as the problem rather than the organization’s response to
policy formation and organizational structural conditions as the problem.

The intention to count heads and distribute resources evenly does not shed light on how
recruitment processes are developed or how competencies are constructed and valued. Feminist
analysis of unequal organizational conditions is often reduced to technocratic measures of
numbers and figures (Wittbom, 2009), which have symbolic values but does little for gender
equality. It becomes what Mark (2007) describes as a system preserving the gender
mainstreaming approach. Verloo (2001, p. 9) explained the problem in the following way:

[…] because the regular actors have to implement the strategy, it is unavoidable to frame the
strategy and all its elements in terms that are meaningful and positive to them. Newly proffered
frames (such as gender mainstreaming in this case) must “resonate” or “fit” with the existing frames
within which the regular actors, or the dominant elite among those actors operate.
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Illusive gender inclusion
In Sweden, gender equality policies have been on the political agenda for a long time. The
government has supported gender equality policies in public organizations and
stimulated private organization initiatives. However, to move from policy into practice is
difficult, and despite the historical political movement for gender equality, there are still
unequal structures being reproduced in Swedish organizations. There are examples
where gender mainstreaming has been successfully implemented in private companies,
while also examples of organizations simply fulfilling the basic legislative requirements.
The lack of powerful instruments for enforcing organizations to fulfill the mandates of
gender equality legislation can undermine the original intentions of the legislations.
Instead, the result can be the illusion of addressing gender while the basic structures and
processes that perpetuate these inequalities remain unaffected.

The government’s aim to ease the implementation process of gender mainstreaming
by supporting the work and funding of organizations that comply with the quantitative
part of the process can result in weak processes that do not initiate change. An example
of this was bluntly explained by one interviewee in the following comment: “you tick the
box for gender equality in the application sheet, and we get the money” (board member,
FB). The primary focus was to get the money by meeting the quota, not necessarily to
implement gender equality. A rebuttal to this was that handing in contracts and
documents demonstrating women are equally participating in the activities identified by
the funding requirements can be an acceptable and easy strategy for working with the
complex and difficult issue of gender equality.

Projects implementing gender equality strategies (mainly through gender
mainstreaming) play an important part in developing their company’s image of being
modern and relevant. Furthermore, HR managers in the food industry explained that it
is sometimes difficult to work with these issues because the companies are part of a large
international consortium. Challenges arise when a new country manager or European
area manager is recruited, often from abroad, and lacks understanding of Swedish
legislations and ideas about gender equality.

In the retail business, a senior HR manager was concerned about the image of gender
inclusiveness in relation to leadership development in young, talented co-workers. He
believed his younger colleagues had leadership ideals based on old models of hierarchical
leadership, “someone sitting on the top floor making decisions for other people”. However,
his experience did not correspond with the ideas of the young people taking part in the
leadership-training program. These trainees discussed leadership and business
development in the context of strong teams which is more indicative of shared inclusive
leadership. In the food industry, the trainees expressed concern about what they experienced
as traditional values embodied in masculine images of leadership that were promoted as
aspirational ideals within the organization. This impression was confirmed in the interviews
with women leaders in both the retail business and the food industry

It is important to note the idea of management development and professionalization
differed between the retail company and the food industry. The food industry was
moving toward becoming more professional and focused on attracting people with
university diplomas in business administration and accounting. To broaden their
leadership recruitment, training and to present a more professional image, they used an
external agency to manage this process. The retail company perceived those in the
well-educated category as problematic and made an intentional decision in their
recruitment and promotion processes to prioritize those with experience in the retail
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industry. Their recruitment and leadership development processes were done internally
with an emphasis on company culture and values.

In the retail industry as well as in the food industry, HR management gave examples
of gender equality as part of an external inclusive image the organization used as a
strategy for recruitment and marketing. In the food industry, HR managers expressed
awareness of the importance of portraying an image of inclusion so the business appears
as a relevant and attractive place to work for young, well-educated potential leaders.
According to the food industry HR managers, one of their challenges is working against
an old-fashioned, dull image of the food industry based on farming and agriculture and
making the business more interesting to young, well-educated people. When referencing
the external image projected in the retail business and food industry, senior-level
managers shared success stories about how the organization has developed a more
modern image. The examples they used were about combining family and work
responsibilities as defining characteristics of a modern organization. In modern
organizations, they explained, both men and women have family responsibilities. Family
leave policies were used as one example of gender equality within their organization. In
this way, policies were used to create the image of gender equality without referencing
embedded cultural norms and values within the organization.

In regard to the statements made by HR managers and trainees, it is important to be
aware of what is needed to attract and recruit talented young people and to systematically
work to project an image of a modern, gender equal organization. Along with projecting this
image, it is important that the supporting values be implemented and observed in every day
practice.

An example of the inconsistency in everyday practice is illustrated in the following
interview with the HR manager responsible for the retail industry leadership trainee
program. The discussion was about the last session of the program when the aspiring
leaders are presented to the global management team. The discussion started with the
topic of gender quotas and equal leadership opportunities and ended by discussing
women and men as biological individuals. When the aspiring leaders met the global
management team – one of eight was a woman and she was responsible for human
resources, not a core business unit – they challenged the unequal gender representation
as inconsistent with company policies. When the HR manager was asked by the trainees
about the progress of men and women in the area of career development, the reasoning
supporting her response was based on women and biology. The HR manager
acknowledged that it might take longer for women to pursue their careers. She
explained:

It’s us who carry the children, nothing we can do about it, is there? This situation contributes to the
gender divided labour market in general and to the in-house gender structure specifically […]
perhaps it takes a little longer for women, if you have children in the middle of your career, even if
the fathers takes more and more parental leave, there is still a huge difference [between women and
men taking parental leave], of course that can be a setback for women (woman HR manager, retail
business).

In the food industry, the analysis of why women tend to lag behind in their leadership
development is also based on women as child bearers:

I would like to say, that it is harder for a woman to pursue a career than for a man […] regardless of
the sharing of paternity and maternity leave, it is actually the woman who gives birth to the child
and usually takes a larger part of the time, that makes you lose momentum and opportunity (woman
HR manager, retail business).
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The illusiveness of an inclusive organization has its roots in normalized routines of the
business and its corporate culture and values. This section shows that even if there is an
awareness of gender equality and its importance to attracting talented people and the
implementation of gender equality activities (gender mainstreaming), the traditional
values of gendered responsibilities in work-life and family-life seems to automatically
identify women as biological individuals with responsibilities and preferences different
from men. Biological sex becomes a screen between the idea of the gender-equal
organization and its practice. This screen also inhibits recognition of the difficulties men
have organizing career and family-life. Instead of investigating the relationship between
the work conditions for women and men, gender equality becomes something only
important for women (Verloo, 2007). As a result of this screen, asking questions about
gender stereotypes, the impact these stereotypes have on what is considered as “right
qualifications” and how these qualifications are identified and acknowledged becomes
“business as usual” which impacts who is considered as a suitable candidate for a
management position. If organizations are to become gender equal and if gender
mainstreaming is going to be as operational as suggested by these organizations, the
everyday praxis of the business needs to be reconstituted by using gender analysis to
create what Mark (2007) describes as “system changing gender mainstreaming
processes”. Framing the discussion from this perspective and implementing such a
strategy is difficult to implement because it puts emphasis on taken-for-granted,
everyday practices and questions the very foundation of the organization’s values
(Verloo, 2007).

Discussion
The intent of this research was to explore how culturally manifested norms of the ideal
leader impact ideas of who is defined as talented and viewed as a potential leader. The
interviews identified multiple examples where constructions of the “leader” are deeply
interwoven within corporate culture and thereby host gendered assumptions based on
the dialectics of biology (Harding, 1986). For example, women had to be tomboys,
competitive or take on male symbols of power to be considered for management
positions. These expectations of eligible and acceptable criteria also sustain homosocial
recruitment to top management positions (Holgersson, 2013, Lipman-Blumen, 1976) and
determine the practices that junior managers adopt to be potential candidates for more
senior assignments (Linghag, 2009). In accordance with the literature, top management
is gender coded (Connell, 2002) as a specific masculine position where homosocial praxis
has resulted in situations where a specific group of men are chosen and defined as
potential senior leaders in favor of women and other men (Holgersson et al., 2014, p. 183).
In the Swedish context, there is substantial evidence that the idealized senior manager is
still founded upon criteria formed by the elite (white male businessmen) in Swedish
society (Holgersson et al., 2014, p. 183). Specifically, these qualifications are an
aggressive and competitive personality, (Holgersson, 2013, p. 460) more often related to
a masculine gendered construction than a feminine gendered construction. Homosocial
recruitment (Holgersson, 2013) seems to be the strategy for leadership identification and
a sex-based confirmation precluding the possibility of recruiting talented people with
different profiles. Because of these embedded practices, companies tend to miss
opportunities to foster a professional attitude toward recruitment and judgment about
competence, framing it as an individual issue rather than addressing it as an
organizational issue (Holgersson et al., 2014).
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Gender equality can be divided into two categories, a “system preserving” gender
equality and “system changing” gender equality (Mark, 2007). System preserving is
understood as a measure taken to balance unbalanced working groups by adding the
under-represented gender. System changing measures emphasize ideas, norms and values
related to the foundation of the organization’s core activities. In this study, we are suggesting
that the system preserving gender equality and the system changing gender equality needs
to work together for significant change to be effected. Organizations have to work with
balancing gender representation to make important visual statements of who is included. At
the same time, organizations need to work with qualitative aspects by raising questions
challenging what is considered as talent or which gender category is considered as
trustworthy. Without addressing both aspects, there may be women waiting in the pipeline,
yet the amount of power or influence these women have in the organization will remain
unchanged (Broadbridge and Fielden, 2015, p. 1) As a result, gender equality turns into
counting heads without strategic relevance, and the philosophy of inclusion and equity gets
clouded over by traditions and norms that circumvent addressing the issues hindering
organizational change and adaptation in these areas.

This research draws attention to two dimensions of gender equality policies that can
make it difficult to conceptualize theoretically and practically. The quantitative dimension
pays attention to gender quotas and representation in various settings, such as board
representation and distribution of resources, that is who has access to specific resources. The
second dimension is qualitative and has an imbued dimension of power between the gender
categories. This qualitative perspective is concurrently linked to gender identity and social
constructivist perspectives on identity, which at times works in opposition to the
quantitative understanding of gender equality (Powell et al., 2009). We are not suggesting
that organizational practices are consciously discriminating toward women, even if there are
cases when companies have been accused of this practice. We are proposing that men being
positioned as qualified persons based on sex and not skill-set is an unreflective and reflexive
process leading to the preference for certain men to the exclusion of women (Holgersson,
2013, p. 454).

From this study, one can conclude that the management ideals in these two cases are
based on masculine ideals. There are indices in the empirical findings that leads toward the
analysis of competitive masculinity as a qualifying characteristic of the preferred manager
(Connell, 2002; Pini, 2005). The focus has not been on the construction of what kind of
masculinity the leadership ideal is built upon; the focus has rather been on the unarticulated
gendered norms that become (unintended) barriers for women and those men who do not fit
into the corporate masculine norms of talent. It appears inconsequential to have policy
manuals for the creation of inclusive processes and strategies for the career development of
women and men if the organization does not analyze its embedded norms of the ideal leader.
Gender equality becomes a lip service, sometimes useful to the organization but mainly
causing tensions in management structures and uneasiness among women and men. These
individuals work in their organizations, thinking they share the same opportunities to
develop as managers based on performance that is in line with the goals and objectives of the
organization; however, what they experience in reality is vastly different.

If the organization does not acknowledge how gender inequality is generated and
sustained in recruitment and development of potential leaders, the generated norms and
values within the organizations will continue to blur the reality and restrict the pool for
future leaders. The integration of gender equality can therefore be considered a method to
develop the organization toward more inclusive recruitment, thereby broadening the pool of
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talent for potential senior managers. This will become increasingly necessary as
international pressure increases the need to expand and grow young talent.

Implications for research and practice
Organizations are complex systems as are the embedded norms that influence organizational
processes. Therefore, it is difficult to generalize the results of this study without further
research to substantiate the claims. Recommendations for research include expanding the
existing study to include an analysis of documents related to leadership recruitment and
development as well as duplicating this study in other Swedish-based global companies.
Recommendations for practice include:

• the inclusion of gender theory as a part of staff training for the purpose of equipping
employees to recognize gendered structures from a critical perspective;

• train managers with skills to identify and address gender norms embedded in the
system and which hinder the recruitment and training of competent leaders regardless
of gender; and

• train senior managers to look outside their existing networks and bring together
young aspirants, mixed gender and ethnicities for the purpose of discussing leadership
competency, leadership development and good working environments.

These types of activities could be further monitored to identify their effectiveness in shifting
the discussion from gender to qualifications and competencies that improve organizations’
competitive positioning and sustainable business practices.

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to identify if gendered leadership constructs exist that distort
a competency-based view of leadership in Swedish-based global companies and the
implications for leadership recruitment and development to top management positions. This
study also explored gender mainstreaming as a working model for gender-equal recruitment
processes. A gender analytical framework was used to identify underlying norms and
practices embedded in the organizations that contribute to a gendered construction of
leadership based on biological dialectics rather than skills and competencies. In the two case
studies representing two global industries, the following three themes were identified as
clouding the issue of gender-equal recruitment and leadership practices: symbols as
gendered images, counting heads – preserving the existing system and illusive gender
inclusion. Based on the interviews, we have reached the conclusion that leadership
recruitment and development is negatively impacted by not reflecting upon the implications
of embedded gender equality practices and their contribution to the development of the
organization. These embedded practices are rooted in organizational norms and
assumptions supporting divisions based on gender, affecting how leadership is defined and
the desired qualities for recruitment. The consequence of treating gender as an issue of
numbers without considering the ontological implications shifts the discussion from skills
and knowledge to issues of male and female when identifying qualifications. These factors
cloud the issue creating an opaque lens so that organizations do not reflect on who is carrying
these qualifications. As a result, women are viewed as numbers to fill a quota based on sex
rather than considered as knowledgeable and skilled contributors to the organization.

It is only by uncovering the more covert issues of stereotyping, tokenism, power,
preferred leadership styles and the psychodynamics of male and female relations embedded
in the organizational culture (Oakley, 2000) that one can begin to understand what hinders
the leadership development process. The two cases presented in this article are far from the
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only organizations trying to attract and manage a young, competent and skilled workforce.
With more globally integrated businesses, the need for competent leaders has become a
scarce resource. It is urgency that becomes the impetus for change, but change needs to be
done with knowledge. In this article, arguments are brought together on how gender is
constructed and put in action in organizations’ everyday work. The researchers highlight
how the present practices of counting numbers to fill policy requirements are creating an
illusion of inclusion and as a result are not addressing embedded organizational structures
and mind-sets. These mind-sets continue to enforce masculine constructions of leadership
that circumvent women from leadership development and being viewed as potential
knowledge bearers in the recruitment process. This perspective needs to be developed to
further deconstruct these distortions, to better understand their impact on organizational
performance and management development. As a result, strategies can be developed to
provide gender-equal access to leadership development and contribute to creating modern
and attractive organizations.
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