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This doctoral thesis is about gendered managerial identity construction of women 
managers. Finnish women managers have been researched from the viewpoints of equality 
and discrimination issues, careers, and women’s overall positions in work life. However, 
managerial identity has remained as an unexplored territory.  
 
The phenomenon is approached discourse analytically; an interview material that is 
gathered from 13 women managers in the South-Karelian region is in focus. By studying 
discourses it is possible to open up understandings how meanings are given to experiences.  
 
Women managers’ identity construction is examined from the perspectives of managerial 
career, managerial practices, and gender. Gender is a meta-concept in this research, as it so 
profoundly affects our sense of being and acting, although the meaning of it often remains 
undervalued, invisible, or even denied. This research shows that gender becomes highly 
visible in managerial contexts, when it is used for some specific purpose, that is, treated as 
a strategy. 
 
By studying women managers it is possible to demystify often so abstract managerial 
ideals, and open up their taken-for-granted masculine subtexts. It is argued that from the 
point of view of conducting managerial work, the meaning of self-knowledge appears as 
critical.  
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Prologue 
 

Why am I here where I am now? Why did I go through all the trouble just to write a 

dissertation about women managers and their managerial identity construction, with 

specific interest on gender? I do not have a clear answer. I just know that I had to do it; I 

did not have any other choice. Tannen (1994, 3) writes that “entering the arena of research 

on gender is like stepping into a maelstrom”. It certainly has been that.  

 

One fiber of which my personal interest in women in work life is probably woven dates 

back to my early school years. I remember one occasion from the elementary school. There 

was something I could not do in either chemistry or physics class. The teacher (a man) told 

me that I do not have to do that, because I am a girl. What if I wanted to learn how to do it? 

That was obviously out of question (cf. West & Fenstermaker 1995).  

 

Initially, the craving for broader understanding of gender relations has brought me where I 

am now. Why all the fuss about being a man or a woman? What is this thing called gender? 

What does it have to do with management, or with anything? And why on earth should I 

mess it up with identity questions? Well, shortly and simply put, “gender is a system of 

power in that it privileges some men and disadvantages most women. Gender is constructed 

and maintained by both the dominants and the oppressed because both ascribe to its values 

in personality and identity formation and in appropriate masculine and feminine behavior. 

Gender is hegemonic in that many of its foundational assumptions and ubiquitous processes 

are invisible, unquestioned, and unexamined”. (Davis, Evans & Lorber 2006, 2) Gherardi 

(1995, 123, 130) talks about a symbolic order of gender which is erected in institutions, 

dynamics and processes. For example organizations “express a symbolic order of gender 

which creates a subordinate difference, female and male domains, segregated occupations, 

differences in status, power and knowledge… and they actively help to create and alter it”. 

Gender seems to be a major factor in the ways people conceptualize and stereotype work 

(Osipow 1983); “gender is not simply one feature of organizing that may be addressed or 
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ignored”, but it is constitutive of organizing (Ashcraft & Mumby 2004, 96). Socially 

constructed gender forms an ideological framework for understanding human relations 

(Brewis, Hampton & Linstead 1997). 

  

Now, occasionally when I am asked to explain what I am doing to earn my bread (and the 

answer being ‘I am involved in researching gender issues, particularly women as 

managers’), I get the reaction “Oh, you are one of them”, the questioner losing interest 

immediately. Why would someone be interested in gender issues as the world is studded 

with more crucial and more important topics? I mean, they really do not matter, do they? It 

is just about competences and that kind of stuff, right? In the worst (?) case, I am labeled as 

a straight-laced feminist; as Calás & Smircich (1992, 234, italics in original; cf. Höpfl 

1992) put it, “isn’t the very word feminist an invitation for trouble”. Well, I have a pile of 

articles in my workroom that I have labeled under category ‘feminism’. Most of the people 

that notice the pile tend to make fun out of it. Somehow it seems to be awfully difficult to 

take feminism-related issues seriously and matter-of-factly. Curiously enough, people tend 

to attach only joke-like and/or negative images to feminism.  

 

Another reaction to this kind of research is pretty well described in Hennig & Jardim’s 

(1977, xi) classic book about managerial women. They write of people commenting their 

book that “’Yes, yes, very interesting subject, but things have changed. Women are equal 

now…’”. Thirty years have passed and still the same reasoning is used! But, as they argue, 

things are not so simple, and at the deeper level, I think it is justified to ask if things have 

changed that much after all. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: WHAT THIS RESEARCH IS ALL 
ABOUT? 

 

“Women will keep struggling to create new realities while trying to live within the current 
ones.” 

(Bradshaw & Wicks 1997, 222) 

 

This research is about gendered managerial identity construction of women managers. The 

aim of this research is to bring fore the experiences of women managers from the 

perspectives of career, managerial practices and gender in order to demystify the often so 

abstract and/or masculine managerial ideals, and ultimately, to understand how women 

managers construct their managerial identities. I find it particularly important to discuss the 

meaning of gender; although the meaning of it is easy to ignore, and even deny, it however 

affects our sense of being and acting pervasively.  

 

For this research I have interviewed 13 women in various managerial positions in the 

South-Karelian region in Finland. The research group consists of both paid-managers and 

owner-managers that run small- and medium-sized businesses. Most of the studies 

concentrating on women managers present the women of large corporations. Often these 

women also have a ‘public face’ (cf. Marshall 2000).  For me, it is intriguing to study the 

experiences of women managers who may not be so well-known in public and who often 

represent smaller organizations. This has also partly been a question of natural selection: 

there are not too many women managers in South Karelia to be able to draw rigid borders 

for categorizations. As put by one of the women managers I interviewed, what the media 

talks about management, I guess that image forms through male managers. The managers 

in the media are men, and they are managers of large corporations. And then if you think 

about women in management, that perhaps is conspicuous by its’ absence. Thus, I find it 

important to bring fore alternative and diverse views on management.  
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By focusing on women only I have aimed at making women’s voices heard and 

legitimating their managerial experiences (see e.g. Bartnam 2005; Lämsä 2003; Crawford 

& Unger 2000; Marshall 1984). One cornerstone among all feminist thinking is that women 

are considered worthy of study in their own right (Crawford & Unger 2000; Marshall 

1984)1. I feel close affinity to Bartnam’s (2005, 115) ideas and hope that also my research 

“opens up the possibility for women to relate to and make sense of their management roles 

and how they manage in ways that do not involve fitting in with a dominant view about the 

way to do things that seeks to draw a veil over the legitimacy of their experiences… women 

are free to create their own subject positions, to name themselves rather than be named”. 

Quoting Bryans & Mavin (2005, 112, 117), this perspective includes “the subject as person 

and the subject as topic”. All this is (hopefully) not to say that men cannot identify with this 

research. On the contrary, I believe there are many issues in this research that men struggle 

with just as well as women do.  

 

The discussion of women managers in Finland, although starting in the 1980s, became 

common not until the latter half of the 1990s. Not surprisingly, much of the research to date 

has been conducted by women. Finnish women managers have been researched particularly 

from the viewpoints of equality and discrimination issues, careers, and women’s overall 

positions in working life. (Lämsä, Vanhala, Kontoniemi, Hiillos & Hearn 2007) 

Internationally, topics and issues researched are vast, but “much remains to be done” 

(Broadbridge & Hearn 2008, S39). It is argued that more academic research in general is 

needed on women managers in the Finnish context. Interestingly, managerial identity has 

mostly remained as an unexplored territory. (see e.g. Lämsä et al. 2007)  

 

I see a clear gap in research done in the Finnish context. Lämsä et al. (2007) have 

researched Finnish academic publications on women managers. Explicitly, there is no 

reference to identity research made among Finnish women managers. Thus, this research 

contributes to the empirical work of women managers, specifically to the construction 

                                                 
1 There is an ever growing research interest towards men and masculinities, and how they are constructed (for 
more, see e.g. Hearn & Kimmel 2006). For discussion of the crisis in and of masculinity, see Morgan (2006).  
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of their managerial identities. Additionally, I see my research focusing on women only to 

add its’ own, non-comparative, flavour to the discussion.  

 

1.1 Research questions 

 

My main research question is: How women managers construct their managerial 

identities? I attempt to answer this by discussing: 

• How women managers make sense of and construct their managerial careers? 

• How management and leadership are perceived by women managers? 

• What meanings women managers give to gender?  

• What kinds of managerial identities can be constructed out of the discourses of 

career, management and gender? 

 

From the managerial point of view, I am interested in how women managers construct the 

‘text’ of management through describing their own work as managers (cf. Brown & 

Humphreys 2006). As Cunliffe (2001, 352) writes, by raising language to give form to 

reality, we can “see managers and managing in a different light, not as a scientist-problem 

solvers but as authors”. Harding (2003, 195) argues in her study of the constructions of 

managerial selves that “it seems that rather than managing others their [managers’] prime 

role is managing their selves”.  

 

As gender is a meta-concept in this research, my interest lies in how the managerial 

practices and identities are, firstly, constructed, and secondly, informed by gender. Why 

gender? Gender is considered to be a central player in organizational phenomena, although 

the meaning of gender often remains undervalued, invisible or even denied (see e.g. Aaltio 

& Kovalainen 2003; Olsson & Walker 2003; Korvajärvi 2002; Wilson 1998; Maier 1997; 

Mills 1997; Acker 1992; Burton 1992; Mills & Tancred 1992; Sheppard 1989) Often, 

gender is equated with women only (see e.g. Bruni & Gherardi 2002). However, in 

management, masculine and phallocentric values and practices are institutionalized and 
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seen as normal (see e.g. Billing & Alvesson 2000; Maier 1997; Alvesson & Willmott 1996; 

Wilson 1996; Gherardi 1995; Acker 1992; Symons 1992; [Tancred-]Sheriff & Campbell 

1992; Acker 1990).  

 

As well, I believe that we need some sort of categorizations to make sense of who we are 

and who other people are. Gender provides us with cues how to interact with other people, 

no matter how essentialist the cues may be. For example postmodernist thought has 

strongly questioned the viability of gender as a category of analysis (though postmodernism 

has also highly influenced on the debate on gender) (Aaltio & Mills 2002). But as Symons 

(1992, 22) argues, “gender as an analytic category provides a perspective that helps make 

sense of many strange encounters”. Simply, “we must first classify others as male or female 

to render them sufficiently comprehensible for us to understand ourselves in relation to 

them in any way” (Ridgeway & Correll 2004, 515). 

 

1.2 National characteristics: Finnish women in work life 

 

Kanter (1977) argues that something has been holding women back. This ‘something’ has 

been explained for example by differences between men and women as individuals, 

training, different tracks girls and boys are put on in childhood, and biological 

reductionism, that is, what is thought to be natural for the sexes. For Roberts (1988b, 9, 13) 

“the social and economic structure of modern industrial society systematically causes 

women to be disadvantaged educationally, occupationally, and in other ways”; women are 

encouraged to act in their familial roles only. One of the first and most influential studies of 

hierarchical sex structuring in organizations by Acker & Van Houten (1992, 16), suggests 

that “there is sex structuring in organizations, which consists of differentiation of female 

and male jobs, a hierarchical ordering of those jobs so that males are higher than females 

and are not expected to take orders from females. As a result, males generally have more 

power in organizations than females [i.e. sex power differential]”.  
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Indeed, as a universal rule it could be stated that the work women carry out in the labor 

force parallels with the work they do at home (Gherardi 1995; [Tancred-]Sheriff & 

Campbell 1992). Kerfoot & Knights (1999, 9-10, 14) see that “what is womanhood has 

become to be bound up in an image of passivity that is especially compatible with the more 

subordinate ranks of organizations… passivity is a pervasive feature of predominant forms 

of contemporary femininity”, with emphasis on care for others. Responding to the needs of 

others leaves no space for an autonomous and active subject; the idealized conception of 

passive femininity goes hand in hand with silencing women’s authority.  

 

The Finnish gender order is based on working ethics: the meaning of femininity is defined 

through work and motherhood (Kinnunen & Korvajärvi 1996). In Finland, home and work 

lives have never been strongly differentiated (Jacobson & Aaltio-Marjosola 2001). 

Julkunen (1994) states that the paid work of wives and mothers has been normalized both at 

practical and ideological levels. However, the gender conflicts and gender contracts seem to 

have to do with women only, leaving male gender untouched. At the societal level, it is 

women that are problematic by nature.2 

 

In the sense of attending work life in general, Finland is a model country of equality when 

measured internationally. The Finnish state plays a substantial role in promoting equality 

for example in education, health and social care, and social policy. (Arenius & Kovalainen 

2006; Salmi 2004; Veikkola 1999) Finland shares the idea of Nordic welfare model with 

solid ideas of women’s role in the work production and maintenance of the welfare state, 

including a comprehensive system of social welfare, exhaustive agreements on wages and 

working conditions, and a large public administration. The Nordic gender regime assumes 

that both men and women participate to working life. However, the family policy system 

was never intended to foster women’s managerial careers. (Arenius & Kovalainen 2006; 

Aaltio & Kovalainen 2003; Jacobson & Aaltio-Marjosola 2001; see also Crompton 2006) 

 

                                                 
2 For an overview of women and the state in Finland, see e.g. Bradley (1998).  
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The Nordic welfare state is not perceived as a fortress of patriarchal male dominion, 

maintaining and reproducing the repression of women. Rather, the welfare state has both 

masculine and feminine faces. (Anttonen 1994) As Arenius & Kovalainen (2006, 36) argue, 

“the Nordic countries can be regarded as forerunners in questions of public and private 

gender equality and women’s labor force participation, political activity and representation, 

and even in the development of gender-specific legislation”. However, as Crompton (2006, 

253-254, italics added) states, “despite [the] formal equality, major inequalities between 

men and women persist”, these being for instance occupational segregation and income gap 

between women and men. Furthermore, taking into account the stupendously few women 

that have gained, should I say, a powerful position in the Finnish society, I cannot help 

thinking that why women are ignored. Marshall (1984, 44) writes that the “Western society 

is [after all] essentially a patriarchy in which men hold authority, and women are either 

oppressed or ignored”.  

 

Finnish women most often work full-time and almost half of the labor force consists of 

women. In 2002, women’s employment rate was 66,2 %. The corresponding rate for men 

was 69,2 %. In public sector, 70 % of the employees are women, working mainly in social, 

health and educational services. In municipalities, even 77 % of work force is women. But 

then in the industrial sector, only 30 % of wage earners are women, many of them working 

on textile and clothing industry. This can, at least partly, be explained by education. 

Women comprise a majority of students both in vocational schools and universities. 

However, the educational choices are very traditional: to put it roughly, men choose 

engineering and technology, women health care and services. (Teollisuus ja työnantajat 

2003; Vanhala 1999; Veikkola 1999) According to Cameron (1992), women find most of 

their work opportunities in ‘pink-collar ghettos’ (clerical and secretarial work, service 

industries, nursing, teaching) that pay less than ‘male’ jobs, yet equally require skills and 

qualifications.  

 

The organizational realities for women have been very limited. The Finnish working model 

has not meant that women are entitled to any work, but only certain sectors of labor markets 
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are reserved for them (Silius 1995). Notions of women’s domestic and sexual roles have 

their impact on women’s ability to enter and succeed in organizations (Mills 1988).  It is no 

wonder that the Finnish labor markets are drastically segregated by business sectors and 

professions, both horizontally and vertically. This division has proved to be pretty stable; 

the changes take place slowly. Most of the women serve, care and educate while most of 

the men manufacture and manage. This segregation means that men’s and women’s 

capabilities, expertise and experiences do not necessarily meet. Strong stereotypes 

connected to genders are reproduced daily: women are equipped with certain characteristics 

that men lack of, and vice versa. Segregation in working life only maintains and produces 

conceptions of how men and women should be understood in our culture. (Aaltio-Marjosola 

2001; Jacobson & Aaltio-Marjosola 2001; Vanhala 1999; Kinnunen & Korvajärvi 1996; 

Vanhala 1996a; Vanhala 1996b; see also Preston 1999; Rosener 1990)  

 

In organizations, management is segregated both vertically and horizontally according to 

gender (Lämsä 2003). One result of the segregation is the phenomenon of “women leading 

women, men leading men” (Aaltio-Marjosola & Sevón 1997, 269; see also Vanhala 1999); 

furthermore, people tend to interact with similar others (the phenomena of homophily and 

homosociability) (see e.g. Schein, Mueller, Lituchy & Liu 1996; Ibarra 1993; Kottis 1993; 

Schein & Mueller 1992; Morgan 1988). “The elite ensure the maintenance of the status quo, 

and their own power, by selecting those individuals most like themselves” (Cullen 1990, 

354). 

 

The more male-dominated the personnel, the fewer female managers there tend to be in 

companies. Women managers also work more often in smaller companies and at lower 

levels of management hierarchy than men. Women’s tendency to work in smaller 

companies is most evident in human resource management; large companies are in turn 

reserved for men. Human resource management is the area that is most often perceived to 

be ‘women’s thing’, though only below the glass ceiling: women are not often involved at 

the strategic level, but rather act in the practical human resource management. (Vanhala 

1999; Vanhala 1996a; Vanhala 1996b; c.f. Kanter 1977) As a global rule, it could be stated 
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that “even when women enter the same occupations as men, more often than not they fail to 

rise through organizational and professional hierarchies” (Crompton 2006, 254). Acker 

(1992, 253) goes further by stating that “there is overwhelming evidence that hierarchies 

are gendered and that gender and sexuality have a central role in the reproduction of 

hierarchy”.  

 

Although Finnish women attend labor markets very actively, only a small amount of them 

act as entrepreneurs. Industry and self-employment seem to offer the least attractive options 

for career making among Finnish women. As entrepreneurs, women dominate private 

services, where the amount of women of the whole entrepreneur population is 70 % (to 

compare, in construction business the amount of men is 90 %). (Teollisuus ja työnantajat 

2003) 

 

In the international literature, the emergence of different positions of men and women is 

based on certain background information, like working history, full-time employment, 

education and childcare. As such, this does not apply in Finland. Finnish men and women 

are equal when measured with work experience. In Finland, most of the women do not 

reject their working careers in order to raise their children. At the educational level women 

often beat men. Nonetheless, working life is still highly segregated in terms of men’s and 

women’s places, positions and wages. The differences do not disappear, and have not 

disappeared, after the attainment of formal equality. (Jacobson & Aaltio-Marjosola 2001; 

Kinnunen & Korvajärvi 1996)  

 

Finally, motherhood is probably the strongest of myths and archetypes connected to 

women. Women’s citizenship has along the history been defined by motherhood, the ability 

to reproduce (see e.g. Julkunen 1995; Anttonen 1994; cf. Pringle 2008); women’s ultimate 

source of power and fulfillment is regarded to date back to motherhood (Crawford & Unger 

2000). Motherhood is often seen as the necessary evil which decreases women’s labor 

market eligibility. A woman appears as a possible parturient and as a possible mother some 

twenty years of her life, encompassing the ‘best’ career making years. But women can also 



 

 

23

draw ideas and ways of action from motherhood to be used in managerial work; women are 

‘allowed’ to have a softer and gentler grip on managerial issues, but at the same time they 

do not want to be labeled too maternal. Thus motherhood appears as double-faced. (Hiillos 

2003) The spectre of motherhood still conditions women’s chances to enter employment 

(cf. Kanter 1977); assumptions of absence and withdrawal from work are easily made 

without any verification (Sheppard 1992). 

 

1.3 Theoretical points of departure 

 

I work from a postpositivist perspective3. My theoretical framework is founded on social 

constructionism, resting on the interpretive research stance (Koskinen, Alasuutari & 

Peltonen 2005) and it is influenced by feminist thinking. I have aimed at understanding the 

subjective lifeworlds of women managers (cf. Prasad 2005; Gergen & Gergen 2000; Oakley 

2000; Peräkylä 1995) and not drawing conclusions that apply universally or reveal enduring 

implications (Taylor 2001a). I am not interested in the Facts or the Truth. Rather, what 

triggers me is what people consider to be a fact or a truth from their own perspectives. In 

that sense I am a social constructionist. Thus, the knowledge that can be obtained through 

this research is very much situated and partial, and related to my value system and my 

conception of the world (cf. Taylor 2001b; Fletcher 1999); by no means can it be 

considered neutral. I cannot objectively capture others’ interpretations without placing my 

own gloss upon the meaning of research findings (cf. Alvesson & Willmott 1996).  

 

The interpretive stance leads attention to understanding reality, where language plays a 

central role and the specific is of greater interest than the general (Gummesson 2000). I 

understand reality to be subjectively defined, constructed from our experiences, and 

therefore, different views construct different complementary, conflicting and/or 

contradictory realities (Hatch 1997). 

                                                 
3 For an overview of postpositivist research methodology, see Prasad (2005). Burrell & Morgan (1979) call 
this anti-positivist; for anti-positivists the social world can only be understood through individuals who are 
directly involved in what is to be studied.  
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The study of gender has been importantly shaped by the feminist project. The base for 

feminist movements has been the inequality of women and men in the society: women are 

dominated by men in their workplaces, in their family lives and as well in other social 

domains, and the structure and character of social life is sexist. Women’s behavior has been 

seen as a deviation from the male standard. Patriarchal gender ideologies only strengthen 

and justify this kind of domination. As women are not heard but rather silenced, they 

cannot have influence and thus power. (Thurlow, Mills & Helms Mills 2005; Philips 2003; 

Crawford & Unger 2000; Fletcher 1998; see also Tannen 1994) Thus “feminism seeks to 

understand how current relations between women and men are constructed… and in the 

light of this understanding, how they can be changed” (Cameron 1992, 4). I will shortly 

discuss the different feminist traditions. To begin with, it is good to note that “feminism is 

not a unitary category which encapsulates a consistent set of ideas within a readily 

identifiable boundary… [rather, it is] a contested space, a category under continual dispute 

and negotiation” (Griffin 1989, 174, 181). In addition to gender, many feminists nowadays 

also consider race and class related oppression, or men and masculinities, as part of 

feminism (Alvesson & Billing 1997).  

 

Women’s voice approach (or experience feminism) is one of the four4 feminist traditions, 

discussed by Prasad (2005). The main point in the women’s voice/experience tradition is 

that all social dynamics cannot be explained solely by male-based experiences. Studying 

women’s voices enables the female experience to come out as a way of knowing, otherwise 

undervalued and even submerged by patriarchal societies. This is also necessary in order to 

proceed to the poststructuralist feminist analysis. As Brod (1987; see also Gilligan 1982) 

                                                 
4 The other three being liberal feminism, radical feminism, and feminist poststructuralism. For more of these, 
see e.g. Prasad (2005). Crawford & Unger (2000) divide feminism into five categories: liberal, radical, 
socialist, womanist (or woman of color), and cultural feminism. Yet Calás & Smircich (2006) talk about 
liberal, radical, psychoanalytic, Marxist, socialist, poststructuralist/postmodern and Third 
World/(post)colonial feminist approaches. For more of categorizations, see e.g. Ahl (2006), Code (2006) and 
Cameron (1992). It is noteworthy that these categorizations build on different political agendas, but also on 
different ontological and epistemological assumptions (Thurlow et al. 2005). However, all feminist theoretical 
perspectives are political as feminist theory critiques the status quo (Calás & Smircich 2006). Alvesson & 
Billing (1997, 11) write that “gender research… is… clearly a political project. It intervenes in the negotiation 
of how gender is understood and thus in the (re)production of gender relations and society. Its value is… 
related to other matters than the offering of ‘neutral’ truths accomplished through the use of a scientific 
apparatus.” 
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argues, women and their experiences and perspectives have been systematically excluded 

from the knowledge. Noteworthy here is that the women’s voice perspective is grounded on 

gender differences and indeed on the need to listen and understand women’s experiences 

(Simpson & Lewis 2005; see also Gherardi 1995). “The women’s voices approach allows us 

to understand how normal organizational issues can be regarded as normal insofar as we 

don’t question the gender orientation that sustains that normality”, revealing the absence of 

women’s values and concerns in organizational assumptions (Calás & Smircich 1992, 230, 

232, italics in original; see also Simpson & Lewis 2005; Fletcher 1999). On one hand, this 

is of interest here.  

 

On the other hand, the feminist poststructural tradition appears tempting taking into 

consideration my research questions. The interest in feminist poststructuralism is in how 

language (and other forms of representation) play crucial role in constructing gendered 

subjectivities (Prasad 2005, 165, italics in original). To quote Fletcher (1999, 5), “[feminist 

poststructuralism] focuses on how meaning is constructed and how what we think of as 

commonsense definitions or natural, self-evident truths are actually reflections of dominant 

cultural assumptions”. “Poststructuralism appeals to feminists who, rejecting the notion of 

an essentially ‘male’ or ‘female’ reality or structure, point instead to how these purportedly 

‘natural’ oppositions are culturally constituted categories, products, and producers of 

particular social and material relations.” The major questions focus on modes of 

signification and the creation of meanings, acknowledging the ambiguous nature of all 

meanings; a ‘real meaning’ does not exist. The construction of individual experience is 

affected by historical and institutional arrangements, the relationships between institutions 

and discourses; an individual is not the only subject of knowledge. The specific interest 

focuses on the textual and discursive activities that sustain the structures of knowledge.  

(Calás & Smircich 1992, 22, 231; see also Flax 1990)  

 

What is fundamental for all feminist theorizing is the analysis of gender relations in the 

constitution of knowledge, power and self, the asymmetricality of these relations, and the 

consequences of these asymmetries; “how gender is constituted and experienced and how 
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we think – or – equally important – do not think about it”. However, there is no consensus 

on the answers once gender is raised as problematic and requiring explanations. (Flax 1990, 

20-21, 142-143)  

 

The feminist scholarship in various disciplines has been of wide interest since late 1960s - 

early 1970s, though not much of it has intersected with organization theory (Calás & 

Smircich 1994; Flax 1990). In that domain, gender became an issue at the end of the 1970s 

in the wake of Rosabeth Moss Kanter´s classic book “Men and Women of the Corporation” 

(1977), raising the interest towards the interrelationship between women and management, 

and the meaning of structural issues in sustaining inequality. First, the interest focused on 

women entering management positions, evolving then towards the research of differences 

and similarities between male and female managers. Thirdly, the question of women 

managers not getting to the top has been in the core. It is though noteworthy that gender has 

been about women only; the study of men and masculinities did not become attractive until 

1990s. (Aaltio & Kovalainen 2003; Lämsä 2003; Aaltio-Marjosola & Sevón 1997; Bell & 

Nkomo 1992) Research on gender and organizations ranges from the US women-in-

management5 literature to more European postmodernist and poststructuralist perspectives 

(Tietze, Cohen & Musson 2003). Although for long, gender issues in organizational 

theorizing either appeared as marginalized or trivialized, or they were not presented at all 

(Brown 1995), the current understandings emphasize gender as one central player in 

organizational phenomena (see e.g. Maier 1997).  

 

It is justified to ask why I focus on women only in this research. Why not study men instead 

or why not study both women and men? If we take a look at the traditional organizational 

and management theories, it soon becomes clear that they have been gender blind, 

agendered, gender-neutral, or ‘malestream’, heavily weighed towards the study of males 

only and/or the production of males only, thus causing remarkable errors in the 

interpretations of how organizations operate (Broadbridge & Hearn 2008; Bartram 2005; 

Bryans & Mavin 2005; Aaltio & Mills 2002; Lämsä & Sintonen 2001; Alvesson 1998; 
                                                 
5 Calás & Smircich (1996) argue that women-in-management literature is mostly research of the glass ceiling 
phenomenon, as it has so overwhelmingly concerned women’s access to managerial positions.  
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Aaltio-Marjosola & Sevón 1997; Alvesson & Billig 1997; Mighty 1997; Reed 1996; 

Wajcman 1996; Wilson 1996; Brown 1995; Calás & Smircich 1994; Hearn 1994; Acker & 

Van Houten 1992; Hearn & Parkin 1992;  Mills & Tancred 1992; [Tancred-]Sheriff & 

Campbell 1992; Acker 1990; Burrell & Hearn 1989; Mills 1988; see also Brod 1987; 

Gilligan 1982)6. For example Acker & Van Houten (1992, 18) state in their critique towards 

the Hawthorne studies that “when there are no alternative experiences with different 

distributions of male and female influence and power, there is little experiential basis for 

questioning the legitimacy of the existing status hierarchy”; “godfathers look after godsons” 

(Hennig & Jardim 1977, 46). It is no wonder that “[organizational theory] has developed a 

male identity” (Wilson 1996, 825)7. Lämsä (2003; see also Lämsä & Sintonen 2001) 

justifies the importance of examining management research from women’s point of view 

with yet another, that of ethical, reasoning: it just is not right that the position, meaning and 

voice of the female gender are not equal with the male counterparts in the managerial and 

organizational contexts. The masculinist tendency is to deny the voice of the less powerful, 

and to respect the voice of the powerful (Maier 1997).8  

 

Studying men has always been unproblematic, whereas women as the only research 

subjects may be seen as inadequate, odd, or even perverse. The experiences of one section 

of society, men, have been used to explain the experiences of both men and women, with an 

indication that generalizations can be made from a male-basis only.  (Roberts 1988b) This 

is quite curious: when I was pondering whether to examine only women, or both women 

and men, I was told that if I was going to concentrate on women only, I should justify that 

very well! I felt that if I would have taken into examination both women and men, that 

would have been only natural (!), not needing any explanations at all. Although research 

has mainly concentrated on between-gender differences and ignored within-gender 

differences (see e.g. Tomlinson, Brockbank & Traves 1997; Russell & Rush 1987), 

“comparisons between women and men have brought in little additional light to 

explanations stemming from societal and cultural features” (Arenius & Kovalainen 2006, 
                                                 
6 It is noteworthy that the norm of generic man as the basis of all knowledge excludes the uniqueness of men 
qua men. Male experience is only seen as the universal paradigm for human experience.  (Brod 1987, 40). 
7 Wilson (1996) presents an exhaustive overview of organizational theory’s deafness and blindness to gender.  
8 As an illustrative example of silencing women in a research setting, see Logan & Huntley (2001).  
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33, 37). When focusing on similarities and differences between men and women as groups, 

they are often thought to be equally constructed groups and differentiated only by 

biological sex. But, as Marshall (1984) states, it is enormously difficult to avoid making 

comparisons between women and men while reviewing the existing literature, as so much 

of it still concentrates on, well, what else but comparisons.  

 

As is broadly argued, women’s experiences are different from those of men (Sheppard 

1989; Stimpson 1987), but women do not necessarily have much in common either, just 

because they are women (Crawford & Unger 2000; see also Lämsä & Sintonen 2001; 

Alvesson & Billing 1997; Skevington & Baker 1989). As Calás & Smircich (1994; see also 

West & Fenstermaker 1995) state, all women’s experiences are often generalized into being 

the experiences of Western, white, middle-class women. While women are bunched, 

categorized and simplified into one consistent group, men are often seen as individuals (see 

e.g. Billing & Alvesson 2000; Korvajärvi 1996; Kottis 1993; Alvesson & Billing 1992; cf. 

Nkomo & Cox 1996).  

 

The reality of organizations includes a variety of contradictions, uncertainties, 

ambivalences and incompletenesses. Both sex and gender are with us in every moment of 

our lives. In this sense they are strongly lived and experienced ways of being. However, this 

does not mean that they are generally accepted topics or justifications, on the contrary. 

Rather, they belong to another reality, which is not ours. (Ropo, Eriksson, Sauer, 

Lehtimäki, Keso, Pietiläinen & Koivunen 2005; Sheppard 1989) In fact, human features 

like love and comfort, feelings on the whole, are excluded from organizational world and 

sexuality in workplace in often suppressed, likely to be transferred to home and family, that 

is, to our private terrains (Burrell 1992). Still, ”in the field of management, phallocentric 

values and practices are widely revered, institutionalized and appear to be normal” 

(Alvesson & Willmott 1996, 13; see also Wilson 1996). Sex and gender are forbidden in the 

workplace, but overtly masculine practices are accepted because of their ‘normality’. Is 

there not something contradictory here? 
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Management is strongly dominated by men (Billing & Alvesson 2000), both internationally 

and nationally (see e.g. Crompton 2006; Lämsä 2003; Aaltio-Marjosola 2001; Jacobson & 

Aaltio-Marjosola 2001; Preston 1999; Vanhala 1999; Kinnunen & Korvajärvi 1996; Acker 

& Van Houten 1992; Rosener 1990; Marshall 1984). The dominant managerial discourse is 

masculine-based, emphasizing among others rationality, aggressiveness, authority, self-

confidence and ambitiousness (see e.g. Eagly & Carli 2007; Duehr & Bono 2006; 

Vinnicombe & Singh 2002; Wood & Lindorff 2001; Maier 1999; Yammarino, Dubinsky, 

Comer & Jolson 1997; Rosener 1990; Marshall 1984). However, this has been questioned 

for example by Fletcher (2004). She discusses the so-called postheroic models of leadership 

that emphasize collaborativeness and relationality, qualities that are thought to be feminine, 

and have been historically devalued in leadership narratives. It is predicted that in the 

future, the successful managerial practices call for a mixture of masculine and feminine 

characteristics (Claes 1999; cf. Billing & Alvesson 2000).  

 

Managerial position can be considered to be a sort of a subject position into which a person 

steps, in order to be saturated with the meanings and identities of management (Harding 

2003). When management and leadership are understood to be socially constructed, there 

are no right ways to manage and lead, and no best managerial practices (see e.g. Aaltonen 

& Kovalainen 2001). I am interested in the managerial careers of the interviewees in the 

sense what the interviewees understand their careers to consist of and how they talk about 

their careers in general; “the career is what the person construes it to be” (Hall, Zhu & Yan 

2002, 161). From the point of view of gender, careers have traditionally been related to 

men, whereas women ‘just work’ or ‘just have jobs’ (Lehtonen 1995; Marshall 1984; 

Hennig & Jardim 1977).  

 

Discussing identity in the managerial context has become more and more attractive (see e.g. 

Alvesson, Ashcraft & Thomas 2008; Watson 2007; Pullen 2006). The concept of identity is 

highly disputed, as there are numerous different approaches and interpretations to it (Hearn 

2002; Sunderland & Litosseliti 2002). Specifically organizational identity has been of 

interest (see e.g. Alvesson et al. 2008; Collinson 2003; Brown 2001). A unitary and singular 
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sense of self is hardly probable, but we construct coexisting, mutually reinforcing, or 

mutually contradictory or incompatible, identities from a vast range of possibilities 

available to us (see e.g. Collinson 2003, Ryan & Deci 2003; Hatch 1997). Work is 

considered to be a central source of identity (Baruch 2004; see also Prasad 1997), although 

differently for men and women (see e.g. Maier 1997; Marshall 1984). It is also argued that 

people work on different identities (Antaki & Widdicombe 1998); different identities are in 

the fore in different situations and at different times (Deaux & Major 1987). With identity 

work, we aim at achieving strong and coherent selves (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003; 

Alvesson 1998; Alvesson & Billing 1997). 

 

I understand that we construct our subjectivity and our sense of self through discourses 

(Simpson & Lewis 2005; Helms Mills 2003; Richardson 2003; Burr 1995). I approach 

discourses from a very wide standpoint. I am primarily interested in how things are 

presented and regarded (Ahl 2006), be it then through narratives, stories or discursive 

practices. Discourses provide us with arenas to struggle over different meanings (Bruni, 

Gherardi & Poggio 2004), positioning us as social subjects in different ways (Lämsä & 

Sintonen 2001).  

 

Figure 1 draws together the theoretical elements I use in this study.  
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical framework 

 

In the following chapters (from chapter two to chapter eight) I provide explanations to the 

each item in my theoretical framework. Initially, I tried to treat all my themes – gender, 

career, management and identity – separately, nicely cut and clearly defined; as well 

organized. Then, one day when analyzing my data, I realized that I cannot separate gender 

from any discussions that I am dealing with, as it is so pervasive and deeply linked to 

everything we do and are. In fact, all the themes intertwine with each other at least to some 

extent. There are no clear cut divisions between the discussed concepts, but the talk 

revolves from one theme to another. However, I chose to present the themes as somewhat 

independent entities; in the final discussion I attempt to draw everything together.  
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1.4 Key literature review 

 

There is a huge, unless endless, amount of writings about management, careers, gender and 

identity from any imaginable point of view. No matter how much I read, there was always 

more lurking behind the corner. This was both frustrating and satisfactory: I had hands full 

of books and articles, but what did I really need?  

 

Below I have pulled together those ‘ace’ writings that have influenced me most and touched 

me at some level. Some of them have provided me with just vague ideas that have 

developed further in the course of time and, hopefully, reached one kind of synthesis in this 

research. Others have answered to my cravings for knowledge more fully.  

 

Kennelly (2002) provides with her research of women in two types of occupations an 

illustrative example on how gender is done. Fletcher’s (1999) study has been impressive 

from the viewpoint of my research questions and has proved to be valuable when struggling 

with my theoretical framework. Acker’s (1990) classic article was particularly helpful when 

pondering what to say about my data.  

 

Höpfl & Matilal (2007) have written a provoking article on women and leadership. Fletcher 

(2004) profoundly discusses the new models of leadership, particularly the so-called 

postheroic leadership, and their assumed ‘female advantage’. As well, I was fascinated by 

the ideas presented by Bartram (2005) about women and the current approaches to 

management. Bryans & Mavin (2005) have proved to be a source of inspiration when 

struggling with the legitimation of women-only research. Their study closely relates to 

themes I have been going through with my research data, and has provided many aspects 

with which to discuss with my findings. Olsson & Walker’s (2004; 2003) studies discuss 

the identification and differentiation of women executives from social constructionist point 

of view, and has provided good food for thought when reflecting it into my research.  
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Careers, both in general and from women’s points of view, have been researched from 

many different angles. However, it is noticeable that much of the research of careers is 

conducted with quantitative methods. In the qualitative side, I found Ellig & 

Thatchenkery’s (1996) article on subjectivism and boundaryless careers very inspiring and 

close to my understanding of careers. Marshall’s (2000) study on women managers’ career 

stories has as well proved to be inspirational for me. Adamson (1997) has used a discourse 

analytic approach to studying careers as a means to realize oneself. Also Cohen & Mallon 

(2001) offer an alternative, discourse-based, approach to studying careers. Cohen, Duberley 

& Mallon (2004) discuss the relevance of social constructionism in career research in 

general. Coupland (2004; see also 2001) presents another discursive focus on careers, 

discussing the constructed nature of them, and the relationship between career and identity. 

Recently, Crowley-Henry & Weir (2007) have studied women’s international protean 

career paths. Reitman & Schneer (2003) have longitudinally researched the relationship 

between managerial careers and the boundaryless career thinking. Mitchell, Levin & 

Krumboltz (1999) are one of the few to consider the role of chance in one’s career 

behavior.  

 

I very much liked the linguistic ideas presented by Cameron (see especially 1992). Tietze et 

al. (2003) show inspiringly ‘how language works’. Kidd (2004) provides an interesting and 

easily accessible discussion of the similarities and differences between constructivist and 

constructionist approaches.  

 

In contemporary organizational writings identity has gained a weighty position. There are 

lots of writings about organizational identities, but much less on personal identity work 

made in organizations. Much of the self and identity literature in general stems from 

psychology (for an extensive psychological overview, see e.g. Leary & Tangney 2003). The 

psychological writings have provided me with clues and hints, but have not satisfied my 

needs concerning the kind of research I am involved with. Luckily, Jorgenson (2002) has 

written about the identity work of women engineers and their positioning with the 

prevailing gender discourses. Her work relates very closely to the themes I ponder with my 
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research material. Harding (2003) presents a detailed analysis of the construction of 

managerial selves, and Symons (1986) discusses women’s gender identity in relation to 

their professional identity. Marshall & Wetherell’s (1989) ideas on identity construction in 

relation to gender and career have acted as an excellent example of how to combine 

discourse analysis with the abounding theories of career, gender and identity.  

 

Sveningsson & Alvesson (2003) have studied in-depth one person’s managerial identity 

work, and Pavlica & Thorpe (1998) have gained interesting results in their study of Czech 

and British managers’ perceptions of their identities. Recently, Beech (2008) has explored 

how people’s identities become meaningful both to themselves and to others through 

dialogical processes. Carroll & Levy (2008) take an identity approach to the research of 

management and leadership, and discuss the attempts to transform a managerial identity 

into a leadership identity. For an unconventional reading of management work, I would 

recommend the autoethnographic article by Mischenko (2005). She lays bare her 

insecurities and fears as a manager, and her emotionally capturing identity struggles.  

 

It is good to note that in most of the writings, the research settings take place in the UK, US 

or Australian contexts. The cultural backgrounds and expectations cannot be escaped. 

However, the same themes seem to appear no matter what the cultural context is.  

 

1.5 Key concepts 

 

In the following I will introduce the most essential concepts used in this study.  

 

Two of the most central concepts in this research are sex and gender. To simplify, sex (male 

and female) refers to biological differences in our genetic composition, and to our 

reproductive anatomy and function (Crawford & Unger 2000; Stoller 1968). Whereas sex is 

“a determination made through the application of socially agreed upon biological criteria 

for classifying persons as females and males” (West & Zimmerman 1987, 127), “genders 

are cultural constructions, and not determined entirely or primarily by bodily form or 
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biological function” (Leap 2003, 402). Gender indicates psychological, social and cultural 

differences between male and female, it is determined by social practices and its’ patterns 

are social (Claes 1999; Acker 1992; Stoller 1968). It can be described as “a basic identity, 

pervasively shaping the structure of social reality” (Jacques 1997, 83). “Gender can be 

understood as both the social or cultural organization of sexual difference and as a system 

of power relations privileging men and masculinity as prior to and more worthy than 

women and femininity” (DiPalma & Ferguson 2006, 132). “As a concept, at the most basic 

level, gender is a classification system denoting ways in which women and men differ”, 

including societal orientations, values and roles (Bell & Nkomo 1992, 241). We are not free 

to perform gender in any way we like, but our culture’s norms restrain the ‘proper’ gender 

behavior, which has its’ own social effects (Ahl 2006).  

 

Assumptions connected to genders have tended to be developed and refined in male 

contexts and thus they have been disadvantageous to females (Mills 1988). However, as a 

human construct, gender can change (Stimpson 1987). Gender is an important guidepost for 

interpreting organizational behavior (Burton 1992). In discourse analytic terms gender can 

be approached “as a social category that is produced and reproduced through interpretative 

repertoires, or common-sense meaning systems” (Weatherall & Gallois 2003, 499). 

Socially and discursively constructed gender is continually negotiated and modified 

(Sunderland & Litosseliti 2002). However, as Brewis et al. (1997, 1277) argue, “[the] 

conceptualization of gender as socially constructed does not, and cannot, deny the specific 

materiality of the body… the body is a semiotic as well as a physiological system – gender 

is mapped on to the physical/biological body”. Gender and sex can be conceptually distinct, 

but they are still closely related. It is difficult to think gender without sexuality or sexuality 

without gender. (Burrell & Hearn 1989) 

 

Closely related concepts to sex and gender are femininity and masculinity. Both 

masculinity and femininity are the products of cultural, social and historical processes; in 

their simplest terms, they describe the characteristics associated with being male or female. 

They are not fixed and static essences or traits, but relational, constantly changing, 
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dependent on the meanings given to them, and varying with organization, occupation, age, 

class, race and individual conditions (who is enacting, who is evaluating). (Ely & Padavic 

2007; Billing & Alvesson 2000; Mills 1998; Wajcman 1998; Gherardi 1994; Stimpson 

1987) Masculinity and femininity are often treated as opposite and mutually exclusive, and 

related to the body, although one can be masculine and/or feminine in many ways. Rather, 

“one could treat them as traits or forms of subjectivities (orientations in thinking, feeling 

and valuing) that are potentially present in all persons, men as well as women although to 

different degrees”; linking masculinity with men and femininity with women only gives 

priority to biological sex. (Billing & Alvesson 2000, 146, 152; cf. Nkomo & Cox 1996; see 

also Brewis et al. 1997) 

 

Identity is “a social product… the way the person sees him or herself and is seen by others 

in the context of a given social role“ (Hall et al. 2002, 176). Perceptions by others form a 

crucial part of identity, specifically for aspects that are somehow stigmatized (Pringle 

2008). Identity is “a dynamic, multi-layered set of meaningful elements deployed to 

orientate and position one’s being-in-the-world” (Kärreman & Alvesson 2001, 64). Gender 

identity, simply put, is one’s subjective sense of being either masculine or feminine 

(Cameron 1992; Abrams 1989; see also Ely & Padavic 2007). However, although gender 

identity is primarily learned, there are biological forces that contribute to it (Stoller 1968); 

gender and sexuality are intertwined (Pringle 2008). Identity work can be described as “the 

mutually constitutive set of processes whereby people strive to shape a relatively coherent 

and distinctive notion of personal self-identity” (Watson 2007, 136).  

 

From the methodological point of view, the concept of discourse is essential. Ahl (2006, 

597) defines discourses loosely as “how something is presented or regarded”. Young & 

Collin (2004, 379; see also Westwood & Clegg 2003) argue that “discourses are not single, 

unitary or bounded perspectives, but fairly fluid frames, that enable us to hold thoughts, 

discussion, and action together in a way that is meaningful for a particular purpose at a 

particular time”. Discourse “seeks to unravel the juxtaposition between reality and 

conceptions of reality: it refers both to meaning systems and practices or entire institutions 
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organized by those systems or perceived within their framework” (Alasuutari 1995, 36); 

discourses are intimately tied to the ways society is organized and how it operates (Burr 

1995).  For Gherardi (1996, 189) discourse is “an institutionalized use of language and of 

other similar sign systems”. Kincheloe & McLaren (2000, 284) define discursive practices 

as “a set of tacit rules that regulate what can and cannot be said, who can speak with the 

blessings of authority and who must listen, whose social constructions are valid and whose 

are erroneous and unimportant”.  

 

In this research I have taken the stance called social constructionism. Cohen et al. (2004, 

411) explain social constructionism as “how the world comes to be endowed with meaning, 

and how these meanings are reproduced, negotiated and transformed through social 

practice”. At the core of these processes lies language. The term itself builds on the 

interpretive research stance, where people are seen as interpretive creatures that cannot be 

examined according to the same causal assumptions that apply to nature (Koskinen et al. 

2005). To capture the basic idea of social constructionism, I quote Kidd (2004, 445): “there 

are as many realities as there are people”.  

 

Management and leadership are somewhat differentiated concepts (see e.g. Yukl & 

Lepsinger 2005; Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003a), although there rarely is any uniform 

understanding what is meant with these terms and if they really exist in any robust sense 

(see e.g. Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003b).  Simplistically thinking, management values 

control, efficiency and stability, whereas the emphasis in leadership is in adaptation, 

innovation and flexibility. It has been strongly argued that management is more about 

masculinity (managers as analytical, practical and rational) and leadership more about 

femininity (leaders as creative, visionary and emotional). For some, these two dimensions 

are incompatible; the current understanding however emphasizes the integration and the 

importance of situational factors when determining the appropriateness of these approaches. 

(Yukl & Lepsinger 2005; Lämsä 2003; Maier 1999; see also Carroll & Levy 2008)  
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The fact-based management, dominating the biggest part of the 1900s, taught us to plan, 

budget, control and solve problems (interest in the prevailing situation, here and now). 

When the leadership gained ground, visions, strategies and communication (interest in 

change) replaced the old conceptions. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001; Bryman 1996) 

Bryman (1996) argues that these kinds of definitions apply best to theories and research 

conducted up to the mid-1980s. The discussion has subsequently moved into examining 

‘leader as a manager of meaning’. In this research management is understood as “a subject 

position into which the person known as ‘the manager’ steps, to be saturated with the 

meanings and identities of management” (Harding 2003, 1). Carroll & Levy (2008, 78) see 

the relationship between leadership and management “as a complex intersection of self, 

social and contextual constructions”. Thus, I very much feel close affinity to Alvesson & 

Sveningsson’s (2003b) ideas when they talk about managerial leadership.  

 

In general, I will refer to the women I have interviewed as managers and talk about their 

managerial practices. To simplify things, I chose the term manager as it is commonly used 

for example in titles (and in the Finnish language we do not have different terms for 

managers and leaders). This however does not imply that leadership is not present. I will 

highlight the difference between management and leadership when it is appropriate.  

 

Career is not a universal concept anymore, but rather a construct; not a social phenomenon, 

but rather a social construction (Collin 1998); “[it] is constantly up for re-negotiation… or 

sensemaking, in talk” (Coupland 2004, 516-517). Adamson (1997, 253) argues that a career 

can serve as a means for the continuous realization of oneself, through which it is possible 

to construct a clearer conception of self and one’s role in the world.  

 

Finally, what I understand with sensemaking in this research is, ultimately, about creating 

coherent and plausible accounts of what is going on, without seeking any truths and final 

pictures of how the world really is (O’Leary & Chia 2007).  

 



 

 

39

1.6 Structure of the study 

 

In the theoretical part of this research, that is, in the beginning of each chapter, after each 

title, I have used quotations that either bring fore the whole idea of that particular text, or 

provide a stereotype connected to the issues discussed. In the best (or worst?) case, they do 

both, representing the general understandings of how things are. No doubt some of these 

ideas are very controversial, provocative, even black-and-white. This is to represent that 

there is no universal truth, but we move in areas which are based on interpretations and 

subjectivity; everyone has her/his own truths.  
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FIGURE 2. Structure of the study 

 

The first chapter serves as an introduction to this research. In chapter two I present the 

methodological issues. I have divided the theoretical part of my research into four chapters. 

In chapter three I discuss social constructionism and the nature of reality; the background 
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assumptions needed to understand the view I have adopted of the world, and which affect 

the following conceptualizations accordingly. Chapters four, five and six are devoted to the 

discussion of gender, career and management, and identity, respectively. In chapter seven I 

enter into the empirical data and in chapter eight I discuss the results of the research.  

 

I tackle with four themes in this research (career, gender, management/leadership and 

identity) that I have approached from a social constructionist point of view. Thus, these 

themes share the same paradigmatic level and background assumptions (see chapter 3). In 

the empirical part, I try to make sense of what kinds of stories are told and constructed ‘out 

there’.  
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2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

“Qualitative research design is an act of interpretation from beginning to end.”  
(Janesick 2000, 395) 

 

I endorse to the point of view that Tuomi & Sarajärvi (2003; Berger & Luckmann 1991; 

Gilligan 1982) call a wide perspective of methodology, meaning that the scientific 

knowledge retrieved from reality is never automatically given and unproblematic, but a 

human construction. For researchers reality appears differently depending on how and by 

what means it is studied. This includes the idea of researcher’s understanding of the 

possibilities and limitations of his/her research. The scientific ideal of value-free, objective 

knowledge has been questioned as “whatever grand claims science may make, its 

knowledge remains a contingent product of the particular values that give it meaning and 

direction… conditioned by the specific, historical and cultural contexts of their production”. 

It is not possible to “generate impartial, non-ideologist knowledge about an independently 

given world” and to “remove all ‘subjective bias’”; “facts cannot be separated from values”. 

(Alvesson & Willmott 1996, 43-44, 65; see also Denzin & Lincoln 2003a; Harding 2003; 

Gergen & Gergen 2000; Burr 1995; Gergen 1991; cf. Taylorism and ‘the genderless 

machine’, see e.g. Mills & Tancred 1992).  

 

“Scientific research is often represented as a purely objective process in which a neutral, 

disinterested scientist investigates and reveals the secrets of nature.” Science is seen as 

value-free and scientists are “impartial seekers of truth”. (Crawford & Unger 2000, 14, 132) 

Yet things do happen neither in vacuum nor without context. Knowledge is produced in a 

relationship, where both the researcher and the institutional and discursive conditions are 

central. The researcher has the power both to set and ask the questions and to interpret 

them. (Ronkainen 2004; see also Crawford & Unger 2000) For example the studies 

following the principles of critical theory “move away from the idea that researchers can 

‘objectively’ capture others’ interpretations without placing their own gloss upon the 

meaning of such findings” (Alvesson & Willmott 1996, 113-114). Taylor (2001a, 12, 16-
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17; see also Fletcher 1999) argues that “any account of a social phenomenon or situation 

inevitably reflects the observer/researcher’s partial understanding and special interest”. I 

subscribe to Taylor’s argument on the reflexivity of the research that “the researcher acts on 

the world and the world acts on the researcher, in a loop”. Viewing the world from no 

position at all just is not achievable (Burr 1995).  

 

Reflexivity is specifically in focus in discourse analytic research (Hardy 2001).  For Denzin 

& Lincoln (2003a, 31; see also Westwood & Clegg 2003), “there is no clear window into 

the inner life of an individual. Any gaze is always filtered through the lenses of language, 

gender, social class, race, and ethnicity. There are no objective observations, only 

observations socially situated in the worlds of – and between – the observer and the 

observed”. According to the feminist tradition, I have aimed at understanding the subjective 

lifeworlds of the interviewed women (cf. Prasad 2005). The knowledge obtained through 

this research is partial and situated, and also related to my worldview and value system as a 

researcher (cf. Taylor 2001b).  

 

Code (2006, 147; see also Jacobson & Aaltio-Marjosola 2001) argues that “knowledge, 

science, and logic, by definition, [have long] stood secure as guardians of objectivity and 

truth, protected from the vagaries of gender politics”, and the orthodox epistemology has 

eschewed the idea of subjectivity. However, subjective experiencing is the element around 

which this research revolves. Peräkylä (1995; see also Gergen & Gergen 2000) states that 

one main territory of qualitative research consists of the experiences and feelings of people; 

how people ‘really’ experience their lives and the institutions present there.  
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2.1 Qualitative research 

 

“The space between researcher and participant is the place from which researchers give 
voice to those they seek to understand.” 

(Blustein, Schultheiss & Flum 2004, 431-432) 

 

This research is qualitative by nature. Qualitative as a word raises mixed feelings. What is 

actually qualitative? The clear-cut guidelines are hard to find, as there exists a complex 

array of different metaphors, paradigms, techniques and procedures, the clearest uniting 

factor being their non-statistical orientation (Prasad 2005). It is no wonder that Denzin & 

Lincoln (2003a, 1; 2003b) describe the field of qualitative research as being full of tensions, 

hesitations and contradictions; qualitative research has no unique set of practices or 

methods, either no theory or paradigm distinctly its’ own. However, qualitative research 

“has a long, distinguished, and sometimes anguished history in the human disciplines”. 

Especially important has been the impact of the so-called Chicago school in the 1920s and 

1930s. In addition, anthropology has greatly contributed to the development of qualitative 

research, especially the examination of foreign cultures. (Alasuutari 1995) 

 

There remains the standard view about quantitative methods giving superficial but reliable 

facts, and qualitative methods providing in-depth but poorly representative results. 

(Alasuutari 1995) As Prasad & Prasad (2002) argue, in the organizational context 

qualitative research arose particularly as a response to significant limitations of 

conventional positivistic and quantitative research (although a substantial body of 

organization and management research can be labeled as qualitative positivism). In short, 

“qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, 

or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & 

Lincoln 2003a, 5). The truthfulness and honesty of the research material are not relevant 

(Alasuutari 1995); Summa (1995) talks about the qualitative locus, the uniqueness of things 

or phenomena, which makes them valuable and legitimate. As Jacobson & Aaltio-
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Marjosola (2001, 231) state, “complexity rather than simplicity is emphasized”; I wish my 

research is more complex than it is simple.  

 

Tuomi & Sarajärvi (2003; see also Pyörälä 1995) claim that there are at least 34 definitions 

for qualitative research (and no doubt the figure is growing); thus it could be perceived as 

an umbrella under which there are different kinds of variations, methodological traditions 

and practices, and schools of thought. According to Denzin & Lincoln (2003a), qualitative 

researchers can be scientists, naturalists, field-workers, journalists, social critics, artists, 

performers, jazz musicians, filmmakers, quilt makers, bricoleurs, montage assemblers and 

essayists, but objective reality cannot be captured; we can only know things through their 

representations. The contribution of qualitative research could be summed up as “passion 

for people, passion for communication, and passion for understanding people” (Janesick 

2000, 394). Qualitative material is rich, multi-dimensional and complex; “a piece of the 

world being studied, a specimen of the language and culture under study”, examined with a 

chosen approach (Alasuutari 1995, 2, 43, 45). 

 

In qualitative research the question of sufficiency of data is often a tricky one. For example 

saturation is often impossible, and the idea of it poorly fits qualitative research in general 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2003). It is more important to say a lot of a little amount of data than 

little of a large amount of data; large amount of qualitative data may only lead to 

superficiality (Pyörälä 1995). However, one could state that some sort of a saturation point 

was reached in this research, as the same kinds of answers started to appear in the interview 

material, and there were many issues that many of the interviewees shared.  

 

The interpretative (or hermeneutic) stance, from which I have drawn inspiration, leads 

attention to understanding reality, where language plays a central role and the specific 

becomes of greater interest than the general (Gummesson 2000). As Taylor (2001a, 39) 

puts it, “discourse data are ‘rich’, which means that it is probably impossible to reach the 

point where the data are exhausted, with nothing more to find in them because the analysis 

is complete”.  
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Why I have not used quantitative research instead? “Quantification is often equated with 

the ‘rigorous’ and ‘better’ approach to the search for universal laws of organizational 

reality” (Calás & Smircich 1992, 231). Quantitative research as hard, reliable, masculine 

and public is thought of being capable of producing objective and factual depictions; no less 

than the truth about the world (Ronkainen 2004; Oakley 2000).This is not what I am 

interested in. Although statistical descriptions have proved to be essential for example in 

illustrating the mutual positions of men and women, and in pointing out sexism and 

inequity or women’s invisibility, they do not provide any deeper picture. “By relying on 

quantitative measures of psychological constructs, or even isolated vignettes from research 

participants about their work and/or relational lives, it is hard to obtain a wide-angle view 

of the natural unfolding of human experience that can be captured by listening carefully to 

people’s stories and narratives as they bear witness to their lives.” (Blustein et al. 2004, 

431) Qualitative research, bad-mouthed as being far too soft, unreliable, feminine and 

private, indeed offers us a chance to become absorbed in the world of subjective experience 

(Oakley 2000).  

 

In quantitative research gender has often been a background variable at the most; it is not 

been given analytical or interpretational meanings, and it is only one way to group variable 

values into different categories. It is thought to explain itself and thus it does not need to be 

interpreted. (Ronkainen 2004; cf. Brown 1995; Alvesson & Billing 1992) In the context of 

feminist identification, quantitative (and most often positivist) research has proved to be far 

too black-and-white; it has for example been criticized for being insensitive for female 

experiences. Qualitative research has instead offered a means to capture the many-sidedness 

of feminism and how it is continuously negotiated. (Thurlow et al. 2005; Oakley 2000; 

Griffin 1989) 

 

It has been argued that generalization, validity and reliability as such are not relevant in 

qualitative research, specifically not in the interpretive research, as they have their roots in 

quantitative research and thus are not directly transferable into qualitative reasoning (see 

e.g. Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2003; Prasad & Prasad 2002; Alasuutari 1995). Janesick (2000) 
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calls this the trinity of psychometrics. The very notion of generalizability includes the 

assumption that the results should apply to other cases as well. “The very requirement of 

generalizability to a certain population only applies with a certain ideal of scientific 

research” (Alasuutari 1995, 145). The aim of the qualitative research is not to provide 

generalizations. Rather, descriptions of a phenomenon, understandings and theoretical 

interpretations are in the core. It is important that the people chosen to the research know as 

much as possible, or they have experience, of the phenomenon under study. (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi 2003) 

 

Janesick (2000, 393-394) writes about validity that it is about explanations fitting the 

descriptions, that is, researcher is to produce credible explanations. There are no correct 

interpretations, no ‘only one ways’ of interpreting events. She argues that “traditional 

thinking about generalizability falls short, and in fact may do serious damage to individual 

persons… reliability in the traditional sense of replicability is pointless here”. Koskinen et 

al. (2005) claim that the very contribution of the qualitative research originates from its’ 

ability to offer a new way of understanding a phenomenon, which requires depth rather than 

a complex research frame. It may even be argued that “if you do encounter the problem of 

generalizability and relevance, then you are already off-course”, and there lies the danger of 

not seeing the forest from the trees (Alasuutari 1995, 145). The concepts in the study of 

organizations and management are often so complex and far from measurable that it is no 

use to talk about generalization, validity and reliability in their original senses.  

 

In the qualitative research phenomena are often assumed to be historically and culturally 

conditioned. Basically it is impossible “to find laws and regularities that can apply to all 

situations”. (Alasuutari 1995, 152) Gergen & Gergen (2000, 1026) argue that “the 

intelligibility of our accounts of the world derive not from the world itself, but from our 

immersion within a tradition of cultural practices we inherit from previous generations. It is 

only as our accounts approximate these conventions that we make sense at all”.  
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What comes to researching gender relations and dynamics, Alvesson & Billing (1997) 

argue that methodologically it is a particularly difficult subject area, as the most significant 

aspects are often elusive and hidden. Observations are no good as social processes and 

cultural understandings are hard to observe. Unclear and complex meanings cannot be 

reached through simplistic and standardized surveys. Interview accounts are more or less 

reliable. But, as gender studies are not to produce unquestionable and robust research 

results, claiming to establish the truth, I chose interviewing to gather the data into which to 

reflect my research questions.  

 

2.2 Interviewing 

 
“Interviewing is rather like marriage: everybody knows what it is, an awful lot of people do 

it, and yet behind each closed front door there is a world of secrets.” 
(Oakley 1988, 31) 

 

First and foremost, interviewing is a way to find out about people (Oakley 1988) and no 

doubt it is the most popular qualitative research method in organizational research (Aaltio 

2002). It is widely used within constructivist and constructionist paradigms as it is believed 

to unveil deep and rich understandings of research participants’ feelings and ideas (Kidd 

2004). I follow Coupland’s (2007, 277) idea that “interviews are taken to be particular 

forms of interaction in which we construct and reflexively manage who we are”; interviews 

are socially constructed, localized interaction processes (Aaltio 2002). By using language 

we form, shape and interpret reality and our different selves (see e.g. Richardson 2003; 

Silverman 2003; Litosseliti 2002; Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001; Taylor 2001b; Claes 1999; 

Cameron 1992; Marshall & Wetherell 1989).  

 

The idea of reciprocity (see Berger & Luckmann 1991) is fundamental to face-to-face 

interviewing, although the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee is often 

considered as problematic. Some see it as a potential source of error; one way to overcome 

that is to interview the same people in more than one occasion in order to gain their 

confidence. First and foremost, all the parties in an interview situation actively produce the 
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research material. However, there is always the aspect of power present in interview 

situations; “an encounter between two people who are beyond and outside all hierarchies 

and power relations is unthinkable”. The actual and final analysis of the material remains as 

the job of the researcher, and then he/she is “no longer just one party in the conversation”. 

(Alasuutari 1995, 85, 88-89)  

 

Alasuutari (1995, 87) argues that “the interviewer will follow the pattern of behaviour that 

he has learned more or less instinctively to follow as a representative of his gender and 

cultural group”. This emphasizes the interviewer’s role: the interviewer’s reactions are one 

part of the research data. Oakley (1988, 41, 44) argues that “the goal of finding out about 

people through interviewing is best achieved when the relationship of interviewer and 

interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the interviewer is prepared to invest his or her 

own personal identity in the relationship”, which is especially highlighted in repeated 

interviewing.  

 

I chose focused, or half-structured, interviews to be used in this study. Why interviews in 

the first place? Why did I not examine the phenomenon under study for example through 

newspaper articles (which would have suited just perfectly to be examined through 

linguistic lenses)? The answer is simple, at least to me. First, if you try to find newspaper 

articles (or any other articles) on the women managers I have chosen to be in the core of 

this research, the task would have been practically impossible. Articles written on them 

really do not abound. Second, and most importantly, I wanted to know how the women 

themselves feel and talk about the issues I am interested in. No article can convey that. 

Furthermore, I felt the personal connection to be of utmost importance.  

 

Theoretically speaking, research material that is collected by using focused interviews suits 

especially well to be analyzed discursively, as interviews are rich in linguistic interaction 

(Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2001; Alvesson & Kärreman 2000b). The beauty of the focused 

interviews lies in the interaction between the researcher and the researched: the researcher 

prescribes and formulates the questions according to each interviewee, and the interviewee 
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formulates answers in his/her own way and in free order, and may even suggest further 

questions. Thus the researcher can direct the interview situation without controlling it 

altogether. In addition, interviewing is often the only way to grasp the meanings and 

interpretations given to things. (Koskinen et al. 2005; Tiittula & Ruusuvuori 2005) 

 

Coupland (2007) offers a framework of description, action and representation to understand 

identity through interviewing. Identity practices become evident in descriptions of self and 

others. These descriptions allow or do not allow us to act, to do or to legitimate something. 

As these descriptions and actions are recounted, drawing on in interactions, they function to 

represent selves in an ongoing dialogue.  

 

One of the big questions that bothered me when pondering what to ask from the 

interviewees was how I was going to find out their thoughts about gender. What would 

happen if I would just ask them straight how they saw gender to affect, well, anything. This 

was in fact the avenue I chose. I had a set of questions concerning gender, although I was a 

bit worried that they would lead nowhere. Now, retrospectively thinking, it was not such a 

bad strategy after all, as I encountered many interesting inconsistencies that were formed 

between the explicit gender questions and the talk produced through other questions. Aaltio 

(2002, 205, 208) writes about this that “during the discourse that takes place in the 

interview, by means of talking, the respondents conceptualize, reshape and share their 

gendered experiences with the interviewer, usually with certain encouragement on the 

interviewer’s part… The presentation of gendered selves in a research situation is carried 

by multiple techniques used by those interviewed, all bound to local and institutional 

culturally bound contexts of that specific situation”.  

 
The interviewees were geographically located in the South-Karelian area. I started the 

search of interviewees by studying different directories, articles and internet in order to 

form a rough picture of the women in managerial positions in the area (I knew none of the 

interviewees personally). I then contacted those I was (or I was made through my contacts) 

aware of, and of the 14 managers I contacted, 13 were willing to participate in my research. 

I was pleased that I really did not have to convince any of them to participate, but they 
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accepted the ‘challenge’ with enthusiasm, despite the fact that I would require their time 

twice. As well, I was often told how important they felt that this kind of research is 

conducted.  

 

I argue for my relatively small sample of interviewees and my way to deal with the data by 

quoting Marshall (2000, 206, italics in original). “If we can take stories such as these 

seriously, and listen to their forms and concerns within their own registers than seeing them 

only from dominant social or academic framings, we contribute to helping organizational 

life and theorizing become more malleable, accommodating of diversities, and available for 

revision.” 

 

The first round of the interviews was carried out during the spring and summer 2006 with 

one exception, as one interview was conducted during summer 2007. The interviewees’ 

ways to talk ranged from delightfully whimsical to charmingly analytic. The aim of the 

interviews was to cover the ‘reality’ of the chosen managers and their views about 

management and its’ relations to identity and gender. The meanings given to management, 

specifically to managerial career, identity and gender, and the ways to talk about them were 

in the core.  

 

On the second round, the interpretations of the first interviews were specified and further 

elaborated according to each interviewee. The second round of the interviews occurred in a 

wider time span: the first interview on this round was made in summer 2007 and the last in 

winter 2008. Curiously, it was more problematic to reach the interviewees for the second 

interview than it was in the first round due to busy schedules and changes in life. Despite 

numerous attempts, one of the interviewees remained unaccessible and thus I have 

interviewed her only once. Additionally, and unfortunately, one of the discs on the first 

interview round was badly corrupted and thus only a fraction of it could be used.  

 

Why did I decide to interview the women managers twice? Retrospectively thinking one 

interview round would have yielded enough material. However, during the second 
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interview round I was able to reinforce the interpretations I had made from the first 

interviews, and also go deeper in the interview themes.  

 

The interviews were conducted in Finnish, and then translated into English. I recorded the 

interviews on minidiscs, which I then transcribed as fully and literally as possible, to ensure 

the use of direct quotations and language focused approach. This however posed a problem: 

how to transmit the message similarly both in Finnish and in English? With two languages 

so different, nuances, phrases, dialects and metaphors suffer inevitably from translation 

and/or may even be impossible to translate. What also bothered me was at what level was I 

going to operate? Should I translate everything? Or just the message? How can I express 

the colorfulness of the language? When actually conducting the analysis, it became clear 

very soon that it was neither possible nor meaningful to translate everything. Thus, I 

decided that in the quotations, my task is to convey the message; I am not able to translate 

everything exactly as it is said (this is also the reason why I have not used quotation marks 

in the interview extracts, but distinguished them from other text by using italics).  

 

When initially transcribing the discs, I took up notes and wrote up thoughts and ideas how 

to analyze my data, and where to pay attention to. These reflections proved to be highly 

valuable when later working with the data. In fact I used this technique all the way through 

my whole dissertation process; I wrote down every research thought and idea, no matter 

how trivial they might have seemed. As said, in the very end these little notes helped me 

enormously to outline the whole research.  

 

In the interview situations I tried to act informally and to allow the interviewees speak 

freely. Informal small talk before the interviews often led smoothly to the actual interview 

themes and questions, and as many of the interviewees were prepared to offer me coffee, I 

felt that this helped to relax the atmosphere even more. This made the interview situations 

feel more like ‘chit-chatting around the kitchen table’ and reduced possible wariness, both 

on my side and the interviewees’ side.  
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The interview situations were not naturally occurring, but arranged and predefined in 

advance (thus providing elicited stories, cf. Beech & Sims 2007), and affected by my 

presence not only as a researcher, but as a gendered person (cf. Alasuutari 1995; Marshall 

1995). As a researcher, I had the power to control the interviews and set the questions and 

discussion topics, (cf. Taylor 2001b) and to guide the interviews to include everything I 

wanted to know. Aaltio (2002, 205) writes that “[that kind of] talk does not just take place 

spontaneously, irrationally and randomly, but is created and structured by the interaction 

processes that take place between the interviewer and the interviewees. It is contextualized, 

both locally in the circumstances where it is created, and more broadly within the individual 

life-spans of the interviewees”.  

 

In the tables 1 to 4 I introduce the 13 interviewees. In order to ensure the anonymity of the 

interviewees, I have left out everything that could reveal their real identity.  

 

TABLE 1. Age of the interviewees 
Age* No. of women
20-29 1
30-39 2
40-49 3
50-59 1
60-69 3

Not known 3  
* In the beginning of the interviews 

 

TABLE 2. Business sectors of the interviewees 
Business sector * No. of women
Communication 1
Design services 3
Health and well-being 5
Professional services 3
Other 1  
* Note that the sectors are very broadly defined 
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TABLE 3. Proportions of entrepreneurs and paid-managers 

Type No. of women
Entrepreneur 5
Paid-manager 8  
 

TABLE 4. Life situation 
Life situation* No. of women
Single 2
Married 9
Divorced/widowed 2  
* In the beginning of the interviews 

 

All but one of the interviewees had one or more children at the beginning of the interviews. 

None of them mentioned taking care for example of their parents.  

 

2.3 Working with language 

 

“Stories are dynamic, living discursive phenomena that are told and heard by real, flesh-
and-blood bodies who make sense of them in diverse ways.” 

(Ashcraft & Mumby 2004, 103) 

 

The linguistic, or rhetorical, turning point in Finnish social sciences took place in the 

1980’s, when the interest turned towards the significance of language in social and cultural 

phenomena (Summa 1995)9.  Freeing narratives from enslavement to facts and the 

positivistic worldview, a totally new landscape emerged for organizational research, as 

well. The ever so factually treated concepts like organization or culture became texts and 

open to deconstructrion. (Gabriel 1998) Language is seen as a discursive mechanism that 

creates the conception of the world; it is a means to explain the world (Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001), and “the most important sign system of human society” (Berger & 

Luckmann 1991, 51). Language provides us with a way to structure our experiences of 

                                                 
9 There has been a so-called discursive turn in organization studies in general in the last 20 years, treating 
organizations as discursively constructed (see e.g. Ashcraft & Mumby 2004; Gabriel 2004; Alvesson & 
Kärreman 2000a). For a more general overview on the linguistic turn and its’ roots, see Deetz (2003).  
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ourselves and the world; fundamental from the social constructionist point of view is that 

there are always alternatives how to construct oneself and events in one’s world (Burr 

1995).  

 

In this research, I play with discourse analysis. As it is a large analytical framework and 

research method, discourse analysis is not easy to define; rather it could be described as a 

loose theoretical frame of reference. Though the theoretical premises were the same, 

different methodological applications and focuses of study can be used. Thus discourse 

analysis is applicable in many different disciples: it has been used in such different areas as 

sociology, psychology, philosophy, literary research, anthropology, linguistics, media 

research and semiotics. As well, various materials can be analyzed discursively (interviews, 

autobiographies, scientific and popular articles, news, letters, documents, conversations). 

(Oswick, Keenoy & Grant 2000; Jokinen, Juhila & Suoninen 1999; Grant, Keenoy & 

Oswick 1998; Burr 1995; Jokinen, Juhila & Suoninen 1993) Due to the multidisciplinary 

nature of discourse analysis, the discursive studies can focus on metaphors, language 

games, narratives, stories, rhetoric, texts, dialogue, conversations, drama, rituals, 

sensemaking and identity (Grant, Keenoy & Oswick 2001; Oswick et al. 2000). Discourses 

can be highly codified and regulated (e.g. legal, medical, religious discourses) or less so 

(e.g. feminism or atheism discourses) (Tietze et al. 2003). Furthermore, the analysis can 

focus both on written and spoken language; “discourses are carried out or actualized in or 

by means of texts” (Lämsä & Sintonen 2001, 260). In its’ broadest sense discourse analysis 

can be directed to cultural artefacts as music, art and architecture. Then the culture is the 

‘text’ under analysis. (Oswick et al. 2000; Grant et al. 1998) Whatever the case, any text is 

inseparable from its immediate, sociocultural and institutional context. (Litosseliti 2002)  

 

Discursive research concentrates on the variations, differences and inconsistencies of 

speech (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2001); “as any particular discourse is in focus, it is to the 

detriment of others, which are blurred or silenced” (Mischenko 2005, 213). From the 

rhetorical point of view it is of interest, how the knowledge concerning society and people’s 

actions is produced and established by linguistic practices (Summa 1995). Koskinen et al. 
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(2005) argue that the central purpose of discourse analysis has been to analyze how 

linguistic agreements guide our thinking and acting. Interest has also focused on the 

relations between linguistic practices and persuasion and power10. Thus, “discourses… help 

form our thinking, attitudes and behaviour and, by creating meanings, constitute the norms 

of acceptable conduct. It is through discourse, therefore, that we are persuaded to think and 

act in a certain way”. (Simpson & Lewis 2005, 1260-1261, 1263) The emphasis in 

discourse analysis has more and more shifted towards the attempt to analyze the research 

materials as cultural products without any connections to the real state of affairs (Eskola & 

Suoranta 1998).11 

 

Discourse analysis belongs to the research area of the characteristics of language; it could 

be described by using the following division from Tesch (1992, quoted in Hirsjärvi, Remes 

& Sajavaara 2000, 156-157; Miles & Huberman 1994, 7) (figure 3). 

 

                                                 
10 The Foucauldian concept of discourse has come to dominate the linguistic turn of critical organization 
studies. Foucault specifically focused on discourses as historically contingent cultural systems of power, 
knowledge and belief. (Ashcraft & Mumby 2004; Bucholtz 2003).  
11 What is reality? Does reality exist? In this research, reality is taken as a representation of each and 
everyone’s own interpretation of the world. For me, reality is subjective and it appears in countless ways. As 
well, we might ask what is truth. Czarniawska & Sköldberg (2003, 342) write that “truth is not a 
correspondence between a representation and a reality, but a credibility of a representation”. Alvesson & 
Willmott (1996, 64) state that “whenever knowledge is accepted as truth, some forms of action are facilitated 
as others are impeded”.  
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FIGURE 3. Discourse analysis as part of the research of characteristics of language (Tesch 

1992, quoted in Hirsjärvi et al. 2000, 156-157; Miles & Huberman 1994, 7)  

 

Suoninen (1995) divides the concept of discourse into three categories: 1) discussion of a 

theme in a very loose meaning, 2) the use of language in general and 3) a defined area of 

language, based on a detailed analysis of data. The third category implies that discourse 

analysis provides a workable tool to say something of a data that is not initially evident.  

 

The material collected to be discursively analyzed is not usually extensive, as 1) discourse 

analysis is a slow and labor intensive method to use and 2) with a proper sample, 

remarkable results can be obtained even with a small amount of data (e.g. people belonging 

to a particular category) (Hardy 2001; Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2001; Taylor 2001b). It is not 

meaningful to set clear hypotheses in the beginning of discursive research, as it is highly 

likely that the interpretations change and become more specific during the analysis. 

Discourse is always a result of researcher’s interpretations. The research material under 

analysis is never unambiguous but it can be interpreted in various ways, depending on the 
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orientations the researcher takes. Thus it is not a matter of a mechanical writing up but of a 

dialogue between the researcher and his/her material. The researcher may confront big 

surprises when analyzing the material, the result being something totally different from the 

expected. (Jokinen et al. 1993)  

 

2.3.1 Digging discourses 

 

Discourse analysis is “neither a single theory nor a single method”; a standard definition for 

discourse analysis does not exist, but it can be understood in a myriad of ways. There are 

numerous parallel and overlapping definitions, and analytic principles and practices, which 

are used differently in different contexts12. Different scholarly traditions offer different 

definitions to the term discourse, some of which reach beyond the language centered 

approaches. Thus discourses are critiqued to represent everything and nothing. (Bucholtz 

2003, 44-45; Edley 2001; Alvesson & Kärreman 2000b; Grant et al. 1998) The basic 

linguistic understanding is that discourse is language beyond the sentence (Sunderland & 

Litosseliti 2002). Or, as Taylor (2001a, 5) puts it, “discourse analysis is the close study of 

language in use”.  

 

The use of language can be analyzed either 1) as a reflection of reality or 2) as a 

construction of reality. The basic assumption behind the first one is that the language use 

conveys information about the existing facts (so-called realistic point of view). The second 

one emphasizes the role of language as a constructor of reality (so-called social 

constructionism). (Jokinen et al. 1993; see also Lämsä & Sintonen 2001; Alvesson & 

Kärreman 2000a)  

 

Tietze et al. (2003, 89) see discourses as “ways of talking about a particular issue, reflecting 

certain institutional values and beliefs: they define what is talked about, by whom, in what 

ways and contexts, and for what purposes”. Thus, different practices and ways of talk are 

                                                 
12 For example Benschop & Doorewaard (1998) call their discursive method subtext analysis.  
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often under study and the social meanings that are produced and maintained by talking are 

of interest (Sunderland & Litosseliti 2002; Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2001).  

 

For Bucholtz (2003), the social world is produced and reproduced in discourses. Discourse 

as a social practice opens up ways to understand how we experience the world and give 

meanings to experiences, both representationally and constitutively (Sunderland & 

Litosseliti 2002; see also Lämsä & Sintonen 2001). Discursive fields act as arenas for the 

struggle over different meanings and power (Bruni et al. 2004). Powerful and privileged 

discourses have the ability to suppress and silence other, either contradictory, competing or 

unsuitable, meanings. The system of inclusion and exclusion, presence and absence, then 

defines what is considered to be knowledge. (Simpson & Lewis 2005; see also Fletcher 

1998)  

 

Cohen & Musson (2000, 34) argue that “discourses gain their currency by claiming to 

embody truth”. As an example of this, Bruni et al. (2004, 257) approach the term women 

entrepreneurs, stating that “discourses on women entrepreneurs are linguistic practices that 

create truth effects, that is, they contribute to the practicing of gender at the very same time 

that they contribute to the gendering of entrepreneurial practices”. Discourses play an 

important role in creating patterns of understanding that are carried and applied to social 

interactions. However, although certain discourses may appear dominant at any given time, 

it does not indicate that the dominant discourses eradicate other interpretations. Dominant 

discourses are constantly reconstructed and common understandings negotiated in relation 

to particular contexts, experiences and circumstances. (Tietze et al. 2003; Hardy 2001) 

Discourses also position individuals as social subjects in different ways (Lämsä & Sintonen 

2001).  
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2.3.2 Theoretical assumptions behind discourse analysis 

 

In the following I present the theoretical premises most often connected to discourse 

analysis.  

 

1. The use of language constructs social reality. Language is not only used to 

describe the world but to reform and construct, renew and change the social reality 

that we live in, and to give it different meanings depending on the context. The use 

of language makes social reality understandable. (Suoninen 1995; Jokinen et al. 

1993; see also Lehtonen 1995) An absolute reality, common to everyone, does not 

exist: reality is about subjective interpretations that are based on our previous 

experiences. Interpretations are contractual and take place in certain social 

environment through language use that is characteristic to particular time. (Hirsjärvi 

& Hurme 2001) 

 

2. There are several concurrent and competing systems of meanings. Reality is not 

only one entity: several concurrent or competing meanings can be given to the same 

matter. For example a human being can be conceptualized in many different ways 

(depending for example on gender, profession, hobbies, race, age; countless 

definitions can be given), and we can move from one concept to another. Thus it is 

possible to classify different phenomena by using discourses. In practice, to become 

understood requires the use of certain, well-known concepts. The systems of 

meanings do not consist of words and sentences only, but nonverbal communication 

is meaningful as well. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2001; Suoninen 1995; Jokinen et al. 

1993) 

 

3. Meaningful action is contextual, that is, bound to the situation. Meanings flow, 

fluctuate and transform according to the context. The analysis of the research 

material does not happen in laboratory circumstances; the context only enriches the 

discourse. Language changes synchronously with situations and the examination of 
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the action under analysis is deployed in some certain time and place. In addition, 

contents of expressions cannot be understood unambiguously as they may vary 

dramatically in different situations; only the identification of the context gives the 

content to the systems of meanings. (Alvesson & Kärreman 2000a; Czarniawska 

1998; Silius 1995; Jokinen et al. 1993) Tannen (1994, 21) expresses this by stating 

that “the same linguistic means can be used for different, even opposite, purposes 

and can have different, even opposite, effects in different context”.  All linguistic 

strategies we use are always potentially ambiguous (Tannen 1994); “a promise is a 

promise and a directive is a directive only insofar as they are interpreted as such” 

(Alasuutari 1995, 86).  

 

Context, at its’ smallest, can be defined as the connection of the words to the 

sentence. It can be broadened to cover the interaction between speakers and their 

cultural background. At its broadest, context may cover only certain conditions; in 

order to be able to analyze the material it is important to understand the operational 

environment of the subject in question. (Jokinen et al. 1993)  

 

4. Actors are connected to the systems of meanings. An individual may have 

numerous different selves, identities that become evident in different contexts. From 

the discourse analytical point of view it is interesting how different selves are 

constructed and how they can be constructed in social practices. An individual may 

also have many different selves in the same context; however, one of them is 

usually dominating. (Jokinen et al. 1999; 1993)  

 

5. The use of language is consequential. Language is used not only for describing 

but something is also done when using language. Thus language has both a 

descriptive and a functional role. The interaction situation has a great effect on the 

ways we interpret other people. (Suoninen 1995; Jokinen et al. 1993) 

Discourse analysis as a research method has been criticized for diverging from the 

principles of ‘hard science’. In discourse analysis the interpretations are not meant to be 
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universal facts; rather, universalities are in the background, whereas situationality and 

cultural discourses used in different situations are raised into focus. (Jokinen et al. 1999) 

Discourses define and establish the ‘truth’ at particular moments; what is and what is not. 

They also draw upon existing discourses “whilst utilizing, interacting with, and being 

mediated by, other dominant discourses… to produce potent and new ways of 

conceptualizing the issue or topic”. (Carabine 2001, 268-269, 275) Grant et al. (2001) 

identify five characteristics that discourse analysis has been challenged of. First, due to its’ 

multidisciplinary roots, the discourse analytic field encompasses a wide range of 

perspectives and approaches, and cannot be defined narrowly and specifically. As 

parameters are unclear, theoretical and applied value becomes challenged. Second, 

discourse analysis is often simplistically associated with postmodernism. Third, the 

opponents of discourse analysis blame it to represent intellectual self-indulgence only, 

without any practical (i.e. measurable and marketable) payoffs. Fourth, traditionally only 

action has been valued; focusing on talk contradicts the deep-rooted interest in action. Fifth, 

discourse analysis has been criticized for being overly subjective, encompassing sampling 

problems and drawing only on qualitative methodologies.  

On the other hand, discourse analysis can contribute to the study of organizations by 

highlighting the ability of discourses to socially construct reality for organizations’ 

members (specifically through intertextual analyses). It offers alternative approaches and 

perspectives to analyzing management and organizational issues, it is applicable to several 

levels of organizational analysis (individual at the micro-level, interpersonal at the meso-

level and metadiscourses at the macro-level), and it opens up a variety of methodological 

approaches to the study of organizations. (Grant et al. 2001; see also Hardy 2001) 

 

2.3.3 Analyzing the gathered texts 

 

When analyzing the research material, it was important to me to immerse myself deep into 

it, and maintain a close relationship with it from the beginning to the end. I gathered the 
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whole research material, transcribed it and analyzed it by myself. I chose not to use any 

computer-aided text analysis softwares (like Nudist or Atlas/TI). The total amount of 

transcribed pages is 230, of which 132 stem from the first interview round and 98 stem 

from the second interview round.  

 

As Taylor (2001a) states, the data analyzed discursively must be approached with a certain 

blind faith, as the researcher is not necessarily sure, what she/he is looking for. I can whole-

heartedly endorse her view of the confidence that there is something in the data, without 

certainty what it is. For me, this was partly frustrating, but also very intriguing. With 

research material this extensive, I did not know what I was looking for in the first place.  

 

In order to somehow manage the amount of data, I decided to use color-coding, that is, to 

sort out the texts according to the themes (career, management, gender and identity) with 

different colors. Thus, it was easy to check from the transcribed material what themes were 

talked about and where.  

 

I then gathered the material quotes together, again according each theme. First and 

foremost, I was interested in the meanings each theme were given and how the themes were 

talked about. In order to ensure a wide coverage of each and every interviewees’ views, I 

decided to illustrate the final version of the empirical part with lots of quotes. The quotes 

that I left out only reinforce or repeat others’ sayings (ie. where a saturation point was 

reached). Of course there remains lots of text material that I have not used at all, as I found 

them to be out of the scope of this research (e.g. the material did not fit the themes I was 

interested in).  

 

After gathering the relevant quotes together, I pondered the entity they constituted, and an 

impression of the possible discourses they conveyed started to form in my mind. There 

were some issues that I thought there would be (like the denial of career making), but it was 

often the intensity of the talk that surprised me. Then there were issues that I could have 
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never imagined (like the importance of self-knowledge). Thus, the material was able to 

astonish me in many ways.  

 

In the course of analyzing the data, I became strongly aware that the interpretations I had 

made did not please everybody. In one incident, I was blamed for producing wrong and 

false results. I defended myself by trying to explain my research design and background 

assumptions, and that the results cannot really be generalized. I was not listened. As my 

results and interpretations did not fit the ‘accuser’s’ perceptions, they obviously could not 

be true. For me, the beauty of this kind of qualitative research lies in its’ ability to surprise. 

You can never know what your results are, and the worst (and highly unethical!) you can do 

is to try to please someone with them. Furthermore, this incident raised the thought in my 

mind that there really may be some contribution in here. The incident was not only 

astounding, but liberating in the sense that it strengthened my own confidence in this 

research.  

 

One of the best pieces of advice I have been given when doing this research is: do not be 

afraid to analyze, make fearless interpretations. I hope I have succeeded in that at least a bit.  
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3 ADVENTURES IN THE SOCIALLY CONSTRUCTED 
WORLD: IS THERE SOMETHING OUT THERE? 
 

“Through communication and interaction, human beings socially construct the world in 
which they live.” 

(Symons 1992, 20) 

 

What is meant with social constructionism? How does it (or does it) differ from social 

constructivism? The distinction between the two is not unambiguous and definitive; rather, 

there is little agreement on what defines and distinguishes them (Young & Collin 2004). 

Kidd (2004; see also Young & Collin 2004) argues that constructivism and constructionism 

refer to a broad range of radical perspectives in social sciences, and they are often used 

interchangeably. To make a very simple distinction, constructivism is more likely to 

concentrate on subjective experiences (meaning making, individual cognitive processes), 

whereas constructionism is useful when attempting to analyze and understand social 

processes (relationships, interaction). These both approaches reside to some extent in this 

research, but I prefer to use the term constructionism (cf. Burr 1995). 

 

The roots of constructivism are in the developmental and cognitive psychology. Its’ central 

proposition is that “each individual mentally constructs the world of experience through 

cognitive processes” (Young & Collin 2004, 375), whereas the aim of the social 

constructionist thought is to generate critical view on a variety of traditions, question 

knowledge that is treated as taken-for-granted, and shake the ground under the long 

accepted assumptions. It also enables us to step into the space “where knowledge, 

understanding, and multiple perspectives are created and recreated”, that is, shared with 

others. (Blustein et al. 2004, 424, 427; Burr 1995) Social constructionism is not a singular 

and unified position; its’ roots range from philosophy and sociology to literary studies to 

postmodern approaches (Young & Collin 2004; Gergen & Gergen 2003b; Burr 1995).  
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Harding (2003, 7) argues that “to adopt a social constructionist stance is to use a 

perspective which would appear to be in somewhat of a mess, not least because of the 

impossibility of definition”. The unifying theme is the rejection of seeing the social reality 

merely as an unchanging objective fact (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001). Instead of being 

objective, reality is more like objectified, socially constructed to make it seem objective 

(Hatch 1997); an objective reality exists but it is subjectively constructed (Helms Mills 

2003). Reality constructed in interaction becomes institutionalized in the course of time, 

and appears as objective. It is good to note though that objective and subjective views do 

not exclude each other. Objective concepts as ‘enterprise’, ‘money’, ‘marriage’ and 

‘management’ are socially constructed institutions and categories, the content of which is 

constantly negotiated and defined, depending on the social and cultural changes, but they 

also have their values and contents in a certain time and place. (see e.g. Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001)13  

 

Social constructionism is based on the idea that knowledge from reality is shaped and 

communicated in social processes; discursively autonomous knowledge does not exist. 

People (re)create and (re)produce their realities through social action, inside a certain 

historical time and space, language and circumstances. The stability and power of reality is 

based on the continuation and consistency of everyday communication. (Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001; see also Cohen et al. 2004) Our cultural conventions direct our 

interpretations and understanding of the world so that it appears as self-evident and sensible 

to us (Lämsä & Sintonen 2001). “The world does not present itself to us ‘as is’, but always 

through the relationship we have to this world” (Alasuutari 1995, 27). Table 5 illustrates the 

basic principles of social constructionism (Alasuutari 1994).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 For example Searle (1996) gives a profound and illustrative thought on how social reality is constructed.  
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TABLE 5. Social constructionism (adapted from Alasuutari 1994, 87) 

 
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

Basic category Meaning: general characteristics of
language and other significance systems

Research subject Significant acts, cultural analyses,
social constructions

Perspective to individual Identity
Nature of constructed concepts Emic: specifying classifications and

concepts in use
Objective of research Historical and local contexts and structures of

meaning  
 

Specifically the nature of knowledge is of importance here. I understand that “knowledge, 

as a body of discourse, is governed, influenced or constrained by ideological or valuational 

interests, by social processes, and by the rules or conventions of language formation itself” 

(Gergen 1994, 213). Knowledge is mediated through discourses and thus it is not natural or 

objective; discourses reflect the interests and values of particular institutions and groups 

(Tietze et al. 2003). Language is inseparable from claims to knowledge, and “every claim to 

knowledge is a discourse [which] concerns the particular historical, social and political 

situatedness of language and of subjectivity” (Bruni et al. 2004, 257).  

 

3.1 Social constructionist perspectives on organization theories 

 
“The objective truth is not the only game in town.” 

(Gergen 1994, 217) 

 

The everyday life in organizations is often presented as a harmonious, collective and 

subjectively significant, often even self-evident, reality. But when we dig deeper, we notice 

that it is actually people in organizations that produce (and also maintain and change) 

organizational realities by thinking, communicating and acting. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 

2001) “The real world is constructed from our experiences, ideas, and statements. Reality is 

subjectively defined, therefore different views construct different realities, these realities 

being complementary, conflicting, or contradictory.” (Hatch 1997, 8).  
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When discussing different approaches to the study of organizations, one cannot bypass the 

paradigm model from Burrell & Morgan (1979), summarized in figure 4. The different 

paradigms represent different views on the social world based on different meta-theoretical 

assumptions on the nature of society and of science. Noteworthy is that there is much 

debate between the theorists in any given paradigm due to varying standpoints, although the 

basic assumptions remain the same.  

 

Radical
humanist

Interpretive

Radical
structuralist

Functionalist

The sociology of regulation

The sociology of radical change

Subjective Objective

 
 
FIGURE 4. Four paradigms for the analysis of social theory (Burrell & Morgan 1979, 22) 

 

To simplify, the functionalist paradigm is firmly rooted in the sociology of regulation, 

approaching the world from an objectivist and positivist point of view. It attempts to 

rationally and pragmatically explain social affairs, emphasizing equilibrium, stability and 

order in society. The interpretive paradigm as well is rooted, though implicitly, in the 

sociology of regulation, but it approaches the world from an anti-positivist point of view. 

The supporters of the interpretive paradigm attempt to understand the world as it is, at the 

level of subjective experience, and to understand the basis and source of social reality. They 
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also question whether organization can exist in any other sense than in the conceptual 

sense. (Burrell & Morgan 1979) 

 

The radical humanist paradigm is concerned with developing sociology of radical change 

from a subjectivist point of view. Close to interpretive paradigm, it views the social world 

as anti-positivist, as well. Radical humanists are specifically concerned with the constraints 

the existing social arrangements place on human development, and how to release from 

those constraints, at the same time also critiquing the status quo. The radical structuralist 

paradigm advocates radical change from an objectivist point of view. The proponents of the 

radical structuralism emphasize the structural relationships within a realist social world, 

seeing the radical change to lie in the very nature and structure of the society. They see the 

society to be characterized by fundamental conflicts generating radical change through 

economic and political crises. (Burrell & Morgan 1979) 

 

In case I should ‘put myself into a box’ in terms of Burrell & Morgan’s (1979) model, I 

would place my research somewhere between the interpretive paradigm and the radical 

humanist paradigm14. The interpretive paradigm draws attention to questions how a 

particular social reality is constructed and maintained. The proponents of radical humanist 

paradigm ask why a particular social reality is constructed and whose interests are served 

(see table 6). (Gioia & Pitre 1990) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 There are differing views on whether one can move between different paradigms or not; the original idea of 
Burrell & Morgan (1979) was that paradigms are mutually exclusive, and a synthesis is impossible. However, 
as Rhodes (2000, 8) argues, “the hegemony of a single paradigm has been replaced with a proliferation of 
contested paradigms”. 
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TABLE 6. Differences between the interpretivist and radical humanist paradigms (adapted 

from Gioia & Pitre 1990, 591) 

 

Interpretivist paradigm Radical humanist paradigm
Goals To describe and explain To describe and critique

in order to diagnose and in order to change 
understand (achieve freedom through 

revision of consciousness)

Theoretical concerns Social construction of Social construction of
reality reality
Reification process Distortion
Interpretation Interests served

Theory-building approaches Discovery through Disclosure through
code analysis critical analysis  

 

A notion worth mentioning is that the paradigm model does not take gender into account, at 

least not in explicit terms (see e.g. Hearn & Parkin 1992).  In order to sum up the four 

paradigms’ relation to gender, I use the work of Hearn & Parkin (1992). Firstly, within the 

functionalist paradigm, the most usual approach is a) to neglect gender completely or b) to 

describe it relatively simply, for example by stereotyping or treating gender as a mere 

variable, as functionally necessary (see also Mills 1988). The functionalist view of human 

social organization sees sex as naturally dictating our behavior and roles (McElhinny 2003). 

The works done within the interpretive paradigm have largely neglected gender, regardless 

of the paradigm’s subjective nature. Gender is either considered as taken-for-granted or the 

works have concentrated exclusively on males, that is, organizational realities belong to 

men only. (see also Mills 1988) Within the radical structuralist paradigm gender is seen to 

follow the class issues and thus it does not need any special attention. Finally, the radical 

humanist paradigm, concentrating on the critique of work, can be interpreted as a critique 

towards men. As well, the radical humanist paradigm has the closest relation to feminist 

critique, though they cannot be equated in any sense.  

 

Despite its’ simplicity and certain black-and-whiteness, the idea of interpretive paradigm 

and “interpretativist” epistemology (Westwood & Clegg 2003, 27) appears as the most 
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attractive to me. For all interpretive traditions, the human interpretation lies in the core 

when developing knowledge about the social world (Prasad 2005). For example the study 

of narratives fits most easily with interpretivist and social constructionist paradigms (Beech 

& Sims 2007). To further discuss the background assumptions of ontology, human nature, 

epistemology and methodology related to the analysis of Burrell & Morgan (1979), I use 

the model of Morgan & Smircich (1980) (table 7). With this, I specifically want to 

emphasize the nature of the interpretive paradigm as a more subjectivist approach to social 

sciences.  
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Ontologically, reality in this research does not appear as anything concrete, but is 

constructed in multiple ways in different everyday practices, and human beings are seen 

to actively create the surrounding reality. Epistemologically, the interest lies in how 

socially constructed reality is created in discourses, and what kinds of realities are 

constructed in the first place. I have aimed at reaching the subjective understandings and 

experiences of the research subjects by using interviewing as a research method. (cf. 

Morgan & Smircich 1980) 

 

When describing social reality the concepts in use do not only define and structure the 

encountered reality, but also construct it themselves. By using different, contradictory 

discourses we analyze and construct our identities; at the same time dominant discourses 

threaten to force us into given categories. (Alasuutari 1994) 

 

When constructing reality, the question of avoiding extreme relativism is philosophically 

crucial. The problem of extreme relativism, emphasizing pure linguistic construction and 

deconstruction, and refusing all stable definitions, is that everything is fully defined in 

textual contexts. If for example an individual is discursively constructed, we basically 

cannot say anything about him/her. When applied to management, the manager as a 

person has no significance, in the extreme sense. Nonetheless, an individual must exist 

and have consciousness, and to some degree, have a common, shared language to be able 

to communicate with others. In spite of the question of the contradiction between social 

constructionism and relativism, we are born into language. For example, two things are 

needed for the existence of a manager: the existence of language and the existence of 

practices, processes and structures that enable management, either temporarily or 

permanently. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001)15  

 

The relativism of constructionism in management, simply put, means that managers or 

situations in organizations are not stable and unchanging, but in every managerial 

situation there is a group of alternative interpretations, where management and the 

                                                 
15 This is a highly complicated philosophical question, and as lacking philosophical background, I cannot 
give an exhaustive answer. However, Aaltonen & Kovalainen (2001) offer useful explanations to define the 
relation between social constructionism and relativism that has been of advantage to me. 
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managerial situation are constructed. The situations are then interpreted in various ways. 

In the field of management and organization research the starting point for social 

constructionism is not to reject organizations and managerial systems as structures, ideas 

or actions; it is more about emphasizing the interplay of action and actors with the 

structures, and the position in relation to structures, that is, organizations. There are 

certain structural dimensions in the world and there is no reason to reject them, nor there 

is need to total reductionism. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001) 

 

In the end, all socially constructed meanings are tied up into a wholeness, connecting the 

viewpoints of society, organization and individual together. The processes behind 

individuals, organization and society become understandable and meaningful through the 

systems of meanings in which we live mostly without thinking of it. (Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001) 

 

3.2 Language as a carrier of meanings 

 

“Words and the meaning we attach to them are the fabric of life.” 
(Tietze et al. 2003, 9) 

 

“Whenever we talk, we are partaking in the process of constructing a particular social 

reality” (Tietze et al. 2003, 11). Language holds a vital position when analyzing the 

actions of organizations and individuals (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001); it creates and 

reflects social realities (Cohen et al. 2004), we create our histories and destinies through 

language (Gergen & Gergen 2003a), and simply, we ‘do’ things with talk (Coupland 

2004). “An understanding of language is thus essential for an understanding of the reality 

of everyday life” (Berger & Luckmann 1991, 51-52). By using language we also generate 

cultural meanings, most often at the subconscious level (Tietze et al. 2003). 

 

In everyday life and in a simple sense, we use language as a means of communication to 

convey information from a sender to a receiver (Koskinen et al. 2005; see also Silverman 

2003; Taylor 2001b). However, language is not a transparent and neutral medium of 
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information, transmitting only facts of the world, nor it is a fixed, closed or static system, 

but dynamic, complex and constantly changing. Language has a constitutive position in 

the formation, shaping and interpretation of reality and of self; it is the site for creating 

and changing meanings. (Richardson 2003; Silverman 2003; Litosseliti 2002; Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001; Taylor 2001b; Claes 1999; Cameron 1992; Marshall & Wetherell 

1989) Meanings are constructed in social, historical and cultural contexts through 

discourses and action, and there is always a wide array of interpretations available to be 

chosen from competing social discourses (Young & Collin 2004; Holmer-Nadesan 1996). 

Thus interpretations cannot be linguistically unproblematic and never direct 

representations (Kincheloe & McLaren 2000). Heinämaa & Saarinen (1983) argue that 

the use of language always involves stands not directly expressed. Language is always 

bound to a certain social situation and to its’ complex structure, and can be understood 

only through it. The context contains countless unspoken charges on values and 

meanings. This invalidates the assumption of the neutral language.  

 

By language we make a vast world of experiences and meanings understandable, and 

concretize matters that are not physically, temporally and socially ‘here and now’. We 

can set up enormous constructions of expressions that are above our everyday lives (e.g. 

religion, philosophy, science, art). (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001) Alasuutari (1995, 29) 

argues that “we use a wide range of concepts and conceptual distinctions that actually 

have no referent in the reality that is independent of language and its concepts (e.g. 

abstraction, identity)”. The meaning of these only consists of the determinants and 

definitions given to them. Neither can we claim that any of these definitions is the actual 

content or real essence of the concept; the essence is a kind of ‘empty centre’ that is 

surrounded by all the attempts at a definition. Concepts cannot be fixed; they depend on 

the appropriation of every act of communication or articulation (Holmer-Nadesan 1996). 

 

Gergen (1994, 207) claims that “organizations are, first and foremost, forms of 

language”. For Harding (2003, 6), “the language of management is materialized in and 

through managers”, and Tietze et al. (2003, 150) argue that “leadership is a language 

game.” As is stated by Oswick, Keenoy & Grant (1997, 5), “discourse is an important and 
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intrinsic aspect of managing… management is enacted, given meaning and constituted 

through discursive activity”. In addition, while giving meanings to, and defining and 

discussing terms like ‘organization’ or ‘manager’, we concurrently change them 

(Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001).  

  

The use of language shapes how we see the surrounding world and ourselves; “there is no 

reality beyond the language we use” (Hatch 1997, 56).  By language we establish and 

maintain relations, values and identities, but also challenge routine practices and seek 

social change (Litosseliti 2002). Language is the medium through which our subjectivity 

is constructed (Bruni et al. 2004). An interesting continuum to this is the idea of language 

‘speaking’ men and women differently (Cameron 1992). By language we separate, 

differentiate and use power, and in this, men and women stand in a dichotomous and 

hierarchical relation (Gherardi 1995).  

 
Cameron (1992, 185, 189, 195-197) acknowledges that “language-using is the social 

practice through which humans make public sense of private experience… if we wish to 

create intelligible reality [not the same as a shared reality], language is all we have to 

work with”. Any language is a social institution, a cultural artefact with its’ own history, 

and is regulated by certain conventions and authority, that is, metalinguistic practices. 

Language is used for certain purposes under certain circumstances, but we are not totally 

free to use it any way we like and create meanings as we wish. The level of acceptance of 

our talk is also another case. The regulations what will be considered as intelligible, who 

may speak, what and in what context, determine who has the power and control. As an 

example she gives women’s exclusion from language in the sense that “women, for 

historically specific reasons, have been forbidden at certain times and in certain places to 

use certain linguistic registers or discourses”. 

 
Language is intrinsically tied in with concepts of identity and the sense of self. We 

express ourselves through language. The fundamental processes of identity are forged 

both through and within the language. (Tietze et al. 2003) It is argued that the 

understanding of a person of him-/herself is “framed by and through a series of discursive 
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practices in which language and power play a vital and interrelated role”16 (Mills 1997, 

179).  

 

3.3 Experience and interpretation 

“Reality only exists to people through meanings.”  
(Alasuutari 1995, 27) 

 

Gilligan (1982, 2) writes that “my interest lies in the interaction of experience and 

thought, in different voices and the dialogues to which they give rise, in the way we listen 

to ourselves and to others, in the stories we tell about our lives… the way people talk 

about their lives is of significance… the language they use and the connections they make 

reveal the world that they see and in which they act”. This is exactly what I am fascinated 

about. What kinds of stories are told, how experiences are made sense of and how they 

can be interpreted.  

 

Although we make meaning through our shared use of language, based on our socio-

political and cultural agreements and usage that cannot be separated from the context 

(Tietze et al. 2003), ”the fit between experience and language is never exact, since words 

themselves are not exact, and nor is the fit between speaker’s and hearer’s 

interpretations” (Cameron 1992, 193-194). We form meanings and then use them in 

constituting ourselves and our worlds (Harding 2003).  

 

“People make sense based on what they already know”. To help to make sense of the 

events, people extract certain cues from the environment. The process of how people 

make sense of a situation is framed by structural arrangements (e.g. hierarchy) and 

associated ideas (e.g. managers’ ‘right’ to manage). Sensemaking is also retrospective in 

character: “people know what they are doing only after they have done it”. (Helms Mills 

2003, 46, 111, 153, 201). Stimpson (1987, xi) argues that “each historical period, every 

society, and each group within a society interprets the raw materials of existence in its 

                                                 
16 See especially the works of Foucault.  
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own way”; we make sense in a particular way, giving privilege for one ordering of the 

‘facts’ over others (Richardson 2003).  

 

The concept of plausibility is closely tight to sensemaking. Plausibility could be defined 

as “a feeling that something makes sense, feels right, is somehow sensible, and fits with 

what you know… What makes something plausible depends on the context in which a 

sensemaking ‘story’ is being told or made sense of.” The essence of plausibility lies in 

the good story, it is “the medium through which plausibility is created”. (Helms Mills 

2003, 67) I find this to be specifically important when making my own interpretations in 

the empirical part of this study. I have to convince readers that my interpretations are as 

plausible as anyone else’s, that they make sense not only to me, but to others, as well.  

 

Interpretations are socially constructed realities (Hatch 1997); in any given situation a 

multitude of interpretations is potential, though “constrained somewhat by the context in 

which action occurs, by the reactions of others, and by the actor’s own history and 

personality” (Helms Mills 2003, 165). The notion of socially constructed worlds is shared 

by all interpretive traditions; the constructions are possible only because we are able to 

attach meanings to interactions, events and objects. “It is this inherent human capacity for 

meaningful social construction that interpretivists term as being subjective since it departs 

from the idea of a fixed external reality.” A special emphasis is placed on the social 

dimensions of constructing reality. Although we make sense individually, the acts of 

sense making are mediated by the cognitive schema and language that are obtainable 

from the society surrounding us. Even though there is a myriad of personal interpretations 

that can be given to situations, we tend to resort to the most common shared ones and 

arrive at common constructions and shared interpretations of reality, referred to as 

intersubjectivity. The created intersubjective interpretations easily become taken-for-

granted and eventually they are treated as natural (cf. ideas of male/female abilities). 

(Prasad 2005, 13-16, italics in original) Berger & Luckmann (1991, 106, italics in 

original) call this reification, “the apprehension of human phenomena as if they were 

things, that is, in non-human or possibly suprahuman terms”. To reify gender for 

example, some would argue that gender is a fact of nature, a result of a cosmic law or a 
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manifestation of divine will. This would imply that we live in a dehumanized world, 

“experienced by man as a strange facticity, an opus alienum over which he has no control 

rather than as the opus proprium of his own productive activity”. The reification of 

different roles (mother/father, wife/husband, leader, daughter/son etc.) ”narrows the 

subjective distance that the individual may establish between himself and his role-

playing”. Thus the role becomes something of an inevitable fate, dictating how to act in 

different positions, and at its’ extreme, reifying identity itself.  
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4 GENDER IN THE LOCUS OF STUDY 
 

“Gender = sex = women = problem.”  
(Calás & Smircich 1994, 229) 

 

For Tannen (1994, 3), “one of the aspects of gender studies that makes it most rewarding 

and meaningful is also one that makes it especially risky: its interdisciplinary nature”. 

Gender as a theoretical concept relates to the wider discursive development in the social 

sciences in the 1980s and 1990s, emphasizing the nature of it as socially and culturally 

constructed, and discursively changing (Aaltio & Kovalainen 2003; Lämsä & Sintonen 

2001).  

 

“Gender is a powerful ideological device, which produces, reproduces, and legitimates 

the choices and limits that are predicated on sex category” (West & Zimmerman 1987, 

147). It is often equated with women only (see e.g. Bruni & Gherardi 2002), merely 

reflecting hetero-sexual norms (Pringle 2008). Gherardi (1996, 187; see also Flax 1990) 

states that “both men and women are prisoners of gender, albeit in different ways, in 

asymmetrical situations of power and in an interrelated manner”. It is a common 

understanding that gender is not something that we are in some inherent sense (Acker 

1992); it is not a natural attribute, but constructed and performed in and through 

discourses and interactions (Aaltio & Kovalainen 2003; Edley 2001; Gherardi & Poggio 

2001). Furthermore, language has a key role in the creation of gender categories (Tietze 

et al. 2003).  

 

West & Zimmerman (1987, 126, 129, 137, italics added) were the first to propose the 

“understanding of gender as a routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment”, that is 

called the perspective of doing gender. They argue that “gender is not a set of traits, nor a 

variable, nor a role, but the product of social doings of some sort” that “is constituted 

through interaction… doing gender means creating differences between girls and boys 

and women and men, differences that are not natural, essential, or biological. Once the 
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differences have been constructed, they are used to reinforce the ‘essentialness’ of 

gender.”  

 

When gender is socially constructed, it does not refer to something that people are, it is 

something they do (Gherardi & Poggio 2001; Maier 1999; Maier 1997). “Doing gender 

involves a complex of socially guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical 

activities that cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine 

‘natures’... Rather than as a property of individuals, we conceive of gender as an 

emergent feature of social situations: both as an outcome of and a rationale for various 

social arrangements and as a means of legitimating one of the most fundamental divisions 

of society.” (West & Zimmerman 1987, 126) 

 

Gender is not only about men and women, but it is attached to images, behavioral 

expectations, evaluation criteria, ways of thinking and identities. By understanding it as a 

wide concept, only then we can reach the depths of womanhood and manhood and the 

multitude of ways to express them.  (Ropo et al. 2005) 

 

Kotthoff & Baron (2001, xxii) argue that “for centuries, gender has been constructed in 

accordance with the patriarchal system”. The dominant feature of organizations is their 

patriarchalism (Hearn & Parkin 1992; see also Marshall 1984); organizations are for 

example often defined through masculine metaphors (Acker 1992). According to Prasad 

(2005), this affects women in two ways: first, by essentializing certain qualities as male, 

and second, by erecting entry barriers for women into occupations supposedly suited for 

men. Acker (1992, 251) argues that “gender, as patterned differences, usually involves 

the subordination of women, either concretely or symbolically”.  

 

The processes of social construction of gender are heterogeneous, complex and 

multifaceted with certain material and ideological constraints (Billing & Alvesson 2000; 

Acker 1992), and ideas about men and women are not unitary and fixed (Tietze et al. 

2003; Alvesson 1998). Gender appears in various, mutually reinforcing arenas, be it 

hierarchical structures and work practices, interaction patterns, resource distributions, 
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task allocations, or meanings and identities enacted (Ely & Padavic 2007). “Gender is 

complex, multifaceted, and deeply internalized in individual behavior. It is also 

persistently, although differentially, embedded in societal as well as organizational 

structures and cultural notions of what it is to be a ‘good’ person.” (Jacobson & Aaltio-

Marjosola 2001, 228) As Ridgeway & Correll (2004, 521) argue, “gender acts as a 

fundamental principle for organizing social relations in virtually all spheres of social 

life”, either explicitly or implicitly (cf. Deaux & Major 1987). Individuals cannot free 

themselves from the normative context as the meaning of gender is contingent on the 

explicit and implicit gender norms of a particular situation (Pringle 2008). The system of 

gender is in constant flux; gender categories are restructured based on our own 

experiences and then acted upon the new definitions (Kennelly 2003). 

 

Curiously, in organization studies, gender is often dismissed. When exploring, analyzing 

and presenting human agency, it seems that individuals do not have bodies or genders, as 

if they do not belong to organizational lives, structures or processes. However, “gender is 

an integral part of socially constructed individual identity, both constituting and 

embodying it”. As well, multiple cultural and societal phenomena are constituted and 

restructured by gender. (Aaltio & Kovalainen 2003, 175; see also Olsson & Walker 2003) 

Mills & Tancred (1992, 8) argue that “gender makes an overwhelming difference to 

organizational reality”. Our ordinary, daily procedures and decisions in organizations 

manage, segregate, control and construct gender, class and race hierarchies (Acker 1992). 

Ridgeway & Correll (2004, 521) state that “gender beliefs and social relation contexts 

help maintain the gender system by modestly, but systematically and  repeatedly, biasing 

men’s and women’s behavior and evaluations in ways that reenact and confirm beliefs 

about men’s greater status and competence”. 

 

Gender not only interacts with other social categories, but also with cultural, situative and 

institutional contexts (Kotthoff & Baron 2001). The members of society are involved in a 

self-regulating process, monitoring their own and others’ behavior in relation to the 

implications it has to gender. By approving the gender ideals and by maintaining ‘proper’ 

gender identities, the differences between genders become objective facts: normal, 
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natural understandings of persons and their differing status in the social order. (West & 

Zimmerman 1987) 

 

Gender is “as much a structure of relationships within institutions as it is property of 

individual identity” (Hearn & Kimmel 2006, 56). Ridgeway & Correll (2004, 511, italics 

added) see that at the macro level, gender involves cultural beliefs and resource 

distribution. At the interactional level, gender encompasses organizational practices and 

patterns of behavior. At the individual level, gender covers selves and identities. They 

argue that the core components that maintain and change the gender system are our 

widely shared, hegemonic cultural beliefs and their effects in social relational contexts, 

which include any situations in which individuals define themselves in relation to other 

people in order to act. For them, these “widely held cultural beliefs are in effect cultural 

rules or instructions for enacting the social structure of difference and inequality that we 

understand to be gender”. Social relational contexts form the arena where the basic rules 

of the gender system are played.  

 

In relation to language, “gender is a linguistic artefact, a theoretical concept, a feminist 

invention, a quasi-object shaped in order to deal with bodies, sexualities, the desire, 

power, and the politics of knowledge”. These are elements that are closely related to and 

difficult to separate from each other.  They are produced in social practices and become 

so invisible in them that they appear natural to us. In other words, gender is learnt and 

enacted in social practices. Gender-related behavior is inscribed in cultural norms and 

values operating at discursive and material levels. (Bruni & Gherardi 2002, 21; Gherardi 

& Poggio 2001) Although gender is constantly negotiated in discourses, we 

simultaneously acknowledge the deep symbolic order attached to it. Through the ages 

each sex has been associated with specific qualities, attributes and symbols. (Gherardi 

1995; Gherardi 1994)  

 

In the following I go through some of the basic juxtapositions encountered in gender 

research. These are 1) sex vs. gender at the conceptual level, 2) similarities vs. 

differences and the meaning of them, and 3) the ‘One’ vs. the ‘Other’.  
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4.1 Sex and/or gender? 

 

“Is it a boy or a girl?” 
(Maier 1997, 227) 

 

“The new-born baby has no gender, but merely a sex.” The socio-cultural formation of 

gender begins with the exclamation “It is a girl/boy!” (Kotthoff & Baron 2001, ix; see 

also Gergen 2003; McConnell-Ginet 2003; Gherardi 1995), and with the pink or blue 

blanket the baby is enfolded into.  In hospitals newborn babies’ cribs are labeled 

according to the babies’ sexes. For baby boys, the label reads ‘I’m a boy’, whereas for 

baby girls it is ‘It’s a girl’. From the very beginning, boys are addressed as active subjects 

whereas girls are only passive. (Cameron 1992) Gender does not exist in a social or 

cultural vacuum, not even in infancy (Crawford & Unger 2000; see also Hearn & Kimmel 

2006), although there surely are cultural variations in the practices with which the 

newborn babies are approached. Thus, a very complicated process begins with the 

labeling the infant as a male or a female (Stoller 1968).  

 

The conventional approach to becoming boys and girls has based on sex-role 

socialization (West & Zimmerman 1987). The word ‘sex’ usually refers to biological 

characteristics (Prasad 2005; Segal 2004); sex is “a biologically determined variable 

easily measured” (Calás & Smircich 1994, 229).  Eckert (2003, 381) argues that “biology 

imposes some constraints, and culture takes off from there”. According to Whissell 

(2004), sex can be defined in various ways, ranging from 1) chromosomal attributes 

through 2) bodily characteristics to 3) self-identification. Sex is believed to be relatively 

immutable and entirely determined by our physical criteria, specifically in the Western 

thought (Brewis et al. 1997). Gherardi (1995, 10) writes that “although there is no answer 

to the disquieting question of whether we are the same species with two sexes or two 

different species, we may nevertheless agree that, in general although not always, sexual 

difference is a datum that can be taken for granted”.  
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In contrast to sex, gender “has more of an achieved status, for it is socially constructed 

through social, psychological, and cultural means”. It comprises the behavioral aspects of 

being a man or a woman, “produced in and through multiple dynamic social processes”. 

(Prasad 2005, 167) Brewis et al. (1997, 1278) argue that “sex(uality) in nature is both 

material and highly contingent, determined by imperatives of survival. Gender in human 

relations is, on the contrary, social and highly normative, and discursively determined. 

Gender is established by images, and it connects to social power”. 

 

The notions of sex and gender are the two basic concepts of feminist traditions (Prasad 

2005), and the distinction between them has been foundational in the Western feminist 

thought (McElhinny 2003). As Segal (2004) puts it, biological sex is something we have, 

gender is evident only when it is performed or signaled. Gender enjoys a master status in 

our society. It is a kind of preoccupation that shapes our lives from the very beginning. 

“Society goes to great lengths to ensure that males and females become gendered in 

significantly different ways” (Maier 1997, 227; see also Wajcman 1998; Stoller 1968); 

“membership in one of the social gender categories is obligatory if we are to participate 

in society” (Lloyd 1989, vii).  

 

Our society is full of gender stereotypes, that is, “beliefs about how men and women 

differ in their psychological make-up: the psychological traits and behaviours that are 

believed to occur with differential frequency in the two gender groups.” Gender 

stereotypes are often used to support the traditional sex roles, and they are closely 

connected to the surrounding culture, that is, they reflect cognitive beliefs about 

differences between masculinity and femininity that the members of a particular culture 

share. (Best 2004, 11) In the worst case, stereotypes become so well internalized that they 

form psychological barriers and thus for example block women’s advancement in 

organizational hierarchies (Rhode & Kellerman 2007). Stereotypes can be either ascribed 

stereotypes or endorsed stereotypes. Ascribed stereotypes deal with sex-trait stereotypes 

and endorsed stereotypes with how the traits are incorporated into self and ideal-self 

descriptions, that is, masculinity and femininity. Although stereotypes may be of use in 
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certain conditions (e.g. predicting others’ behaviors), they fail to take into account 

individual differences and overlappings between masculinity and femininity. (Best 2004) 

 

In a larger view, our tendency to classify and categorize everything in terms of 

masculinity and femininity is a very pervasive cultural phenomenon (Cameron 1992). In 

fact, it is so pervasive in society that it often goes unnoticed. Yet, it affects our thoughts, 

behavior, interaction with others, and structures of social institutions, and even relatively 

minor biological differences between sexes can be amplified or diminished by cultural 

practices and socialization. (Best 2004) The socially produced gender appears as 

inevitable, natural and freely chosen due to the invisible gender system (Crawford & 

Unger 2000). Cameron (1992, 83) argues that “we are led to believe that masculine and 

feminine are simple categories of the natural world, like plants and animals or lions and 

tigers”. But what actually is constant is the assertion of difference.  

 

What can be said about the connection between different sexes and culture is that what is 

considered appropriate behavior for men and women varies across societies, but there are 

also two possible cultural universals. Munroe & Munroe (1975; 1994, quoted in Best 

2004) argue that 1) at least to some extent, every society assigns traits and tasks on the 

basis of gender, and 2) in no society is the status of women superior to that of men.  

 

There are a number of complex processes that has to come together and cohere in order to 

produce the identifications of male and female human beings. The question whether the 

concepts ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are totally separate or whether they should be treated as 

overlapping (at least to some degree), remains arguable; “in practice the two are 

indistinguishable from one another”. The classifications of males and females are 

seamless combinations of the biological body and the social and cultural contexts in 

which the body exists. (Harrison 2006, 43, 46) For example Burrell (1992, 72) defines 

sexuality as not given but as a social construction. In fact, the borders of gender and sex 

become more and more blurred; for example Acker (1992) sees sexuality as a part of the 

ongoing production of gender, and Alvesson (1998) talks about sex as a physical gender. 

Sunderland & Litosseliti (2002, 5) argue that “a simple distinction between ‘biological 
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sex’ and ‘social’ or ‘socialised’ gender is now recognized as inadequate, if agency and 

diversity are to be properly acknowledged, and if, crucially, language is seen shaping or 

constructing gender, not simply as a characteristic of it”.  

 

4.2 Similarities and differences – do they really matter?  

 

“The body in which we do something influences how it will be perceived.” 
(Fletcher 2004, 654) 

 

When examining and talking about gender one cannot avoid running into the concept of 

difference. Our social processes are affected by sexual divisions (Roberts 1988a). The 

division into men and women is perceived to be rooted in biology and thus natural; this in 

turn produces profound social, psychological and behavioral consequences. Furthermore, 

society’s structural arrangements are thought to be consistent with this division. (West & 

Zimmerman 1987) “Whether we proceed through the world in a male or a female body 

makes all the difference in the world. These different life worlds, generally speaking, 

shape each sex in profoundly different ways and produce significant outcomes not only 

for individual behavior, but for how others interpret and react to that behavior.”  (Maier 

1997, 229) As is argued by Wajcman (1998), male power in organizations is maintained 

by constructing women as different from men.  

 

The differences that are thought to be biological serve as the basis for a division of labor, 

suggesting that women are primarily responsible for child care and domestic activities, 

and men for providing and protection. Gender stereotypes evolve to support this 

categorization, assuming that we are supposed to have or to develop characteristics 

consistent with one’s assigned role. Thus stereotypes serve as socialization models for 

each sex. (Best 2004; Gherardi 1995) 

 

Biology is often used to explain women’s inferior status in relation to men: women are 

less intelligent (!), physically weaker, more emotional, and less aggressive. But there are 

also cultural understandings that assert that men should have authority and power over 
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women. The more taken-for-granted and implicit these cultural assumptions are, the more 

powerful they are. (Philips 2003; see also Brewis et al. 1997) Nothing preserves the 

social system as well as the illusion that it is biologically determined (Heinämaa & 

Saarinen 1983; see also Stimpson 1987) but “biological anatomy is just an anchor point 

drawn into a symbolic practice of order formation which has many consequences for our 

lives” (Kotthoff & Baron 2001, x).  

 

Indeed, the concepts ‘similarity’ and ‘difference’17 are often in the core when discussing 

about the conditions of being a man/a woman. In organizational contexts, women have 

been compared to men as managers and leaders according to different scales. This has 

been thought to legitimize women’s existence and position in organizations. (Kovalainen 

1992)  Many roles are marked with either gender; to deviate from this, we use the female 

and male terms to mark the difference or the exception to the rule (e.g. female manager)  

(West & Zimmerman 1987). In these comparison discussions, a man represents the 

standard of being: women are different, representatives of their sex, part of a group called 

women. Women are the ones who give rise to special problems or have deficiencies in 

organizational contexts (Wilson 1996). In this it is of interest that the similarities and 

differences considered significant are yet always results of interpretations and 

constructions (see e.g. Deaux & Major 1987).  

 

Should we then abandon biology completely, and emphasize only historical, social, 

cultural and institutional structures, and prejudices connected to them? Calás & Smircich 

(1994, 228-229, italics in original; see also Tomlinson et al. 1997) argue that the strict 

dichotomy ‘sex (biology) and gender (social construction)’ is not actually meaningful, as 

we live both in a physical, material body, and in a socially and historically constituted 

ideational space. By opposing sex and gender we would suggest the idea of  “a separate, 

non-culturally mediated body, maintaining the idea that biology (the body) is separate 

                                                 
17 In philosophy, there does not exist similarity or difference as such. Similarity and difference exist in 
relation to something, most often in relation to the characteristics assumed essential and that are defined 
relevant according to the situation. There are no ready-made and absolute categories to which base the 
comparisons; all of them are human-made. (see e.g. Heinämaa & Saarinen 1983) Liff & Wajcman (1996) 
discuss the difficulties related to sameness and difference approaches in the context of equal opportunity 
initiatives. 
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from culture (the mind)”. The role of biology in social constructionism could be also 

crystallized into question how biology is interpreted, used and understood in society and 

in organizational contexts (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001).  

 

West & Zimmerman (1987, 137) argue that “insofar as a society is partitioned by 

‘essential’ differences between women and men and placement in a sex category is both 

relevant and enforced, doing gender is unavoidable”. As Lehtonen (1995) captures it, the 

differences accompany us from womb to grave, and the questions attached to them are 

always present. Masculinity and femininity are the basic categories through which we try 

to understand ourselves and others. This use of sex categorizing as a means to define 

oneself in relation to others has become so automatic and taken-for-granted that it often 

appears as natural (Ridgeway & Correll 2004).  

 

To illustrate the importance of concepts of similarity and difference, I use quotations 

from Gherardi (1994) and Tannen (1994). Gherardi (1994, 592) argues that “gender can 

only be defined ‘by default’, since what we attribute to one gender is implicitly denied to 

the other”. In a similar vein, communication has a double-bind: “anything we say to 

honor our similarity violates our difference, and anything we say to honor our difference 

violates our sameness” (Tannen 1994, 29).  

 

4.3 Being the ‘Other’ 

 

“Women have historically experienced the injustice of systemic discrimination in all 
aspects of employment, including hiring, compensation, promotion, and career 

advancement.” 
(Mighty 1997, 319) 

 

In the Western part of the world, we divide and separate things, and tend to dichotomize 

them, in everyday speech. As argued by Gherardi (1996; Gherardi 1995), men and 

women stand in a hierarchical and dichotomous relation; the ‘One’ (men) bears positive 

connotations while the ‘Other’ (women) is different, the non-One. Oakley (2000) argues 
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that gender forms the most influential and fundamental of dualisms of all. Oseen (1997; 

see also Simpson & Lewis 2005) talks about difference as ‘other than’ and as ‘less than’. 

The ‘One’ is more powerful, more acceptable, more appropriate, more mainstream, more 

knowable than the ‘Other’, and only the ‘Other’ is problematized. The difference between 

the ‘One’ and the ‘Other’ implies domination and subordination, where sameness is 

privileged and difference denigrated.18 Even in linguistic terms, women have been 

represented as the peculiar others (Hall 2003).  

 

The concept of the ‘Other’, when referring to women, was popularized by Simone de 

Beauvoir in her classic book ‘Le Deuxième Sexe’ (The Second Sex), published in 1949. 

Otherness is a basic concept in Western human thinking. We exist in relation to ourselves 

and in relation to others. For example, being a mother is always about being somebody’s 

mother; no one can be a mother as such. Philosophically the ‘Other’ is the key in feminist 

thinking: women primarily exist in relation to others, not in relation to themselves. 

Traditionally, the being of women has been shaped through three others: child, family 

and husband, no matter if they exist or not. They are considered as the deep and crucial 

structures of being a woman; they give the meaning to a woman’s life. (Heinämaa & 

Saarinen 1983) 

 

Code (2006, 146-147; see also Benschop & Doorewaard 1998) writes that “although in 

mainstream Anglo-American philosophy the sex/gender of the knower is accorded no 

epistemological significance, feminists have shown how the gender question is always 

implicated, even if not explicitly, with hierarchies of power and privilege that structure 

social orders according to asymmetrical attributions of credibility, cognitive authority, 

and expertise; hierarchies whose effects in patriarchal societies are to consign women 

(and other Others) to positions of the unknown, unknowing, and unknowable”. 

Knowledge and knowing are masqueraded into gender neutrality, and the aim is to pursue 

apolitical universalities. Knowledge is rational, intellectual, and valid, and does not 

depend on the “’contingent’ details of gender, racial and ethnic identity, class, age, sexual 

orientation, and the particularities of affect, situation, and materiality”.  

                                                 
18 Harding (2003) discusses managers and their workers as the Ones and the Others. 
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4.4 The hidden and forbidden gender 

“Gender is difficult to see when only the masculine is present.” 
(Acker 1990, 142) 

 

The gendered practices and processes may well be open and explicit (e.g. selection of 

only men or women for certain positions, jokes of sexuality), but they may as well be 

deeply hidden in organizations; “the production of gender is often ‘inside’ the activities 

that constitute the organization itself” (Acker 1992, 253). It is argued that “organizations 

[in fact] play a key role in the processes of the social construction of gender” (Mills 1997, 

178). 

 

In Finland, we often talk about gender neutrality. The gender neutrality discourse has 

long traditions and a well-established stand in the Finnish society, and it is also an 

inseparable part of the Scandinavian equality discourse (Silius 1995; Acker 1990). 

Gender neutrality is seen as an expression and guarantee of equality. However, often it 

only maintains (or may even prohibit the break up of) hierarchical divisions and 

segregation (Korvajärvi & Kinnunen 1996). In the Finnish work life, it has become a 

norm not to talk about gender, as if gender does not exist at all. Gender, the meaning of it 

in work places or the differences and conflicts between men and women are not 

discussed. The question of gender is not raised unless specifically asked. The conception 

of gender neutrality becomes more of gender bypassing in practice (Korvajärvi 1996; 

Korvajärvi & Kinnunen 1996; see also Lämsä & Tiensuu 2000), although often the 

seemingly gender-neutral processes are in fact the sites of gender production (Acker 

1992). As argued by Ropo et al. (2005), when we exclude gender, we exclude something 

fundamental from ourselves as humans. After all, gender acts as a schema, directing our 

attitudes towards ourselves and other people. The structure of organizational hierarchies, 

the sex-segregated occupational structures of organizations, subtexts of public and private 

environment, and the interaction of people all produce gender. These are those so 

ordinary but often invisible implications that establish the ways and policies of concrete 

action into gendered structures. (Korvajärvi 1996; Symons 1992)  
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Eräsaari, Julkunen & Silius (1995; Korvajärvi & Kinnunen 1996) argue that gender has 

been crowded out into the private spheres of our lives, as if gender does not matter at all 

in public. Gender is not present in political power, in labor markets or in public 

bureaucracies and organizations. Hearn & Parkin (1992, 47; see also Mills 1988) claim 

that “the fact is that the social arrangements labeled ‘organization’ occur almost 

exclusively within the public sphere of life rather than the private sphere”. To further, the 

public belongs to men, the private to women (see also Mills 1998; Gherardi 1995); men’s 

businesses are important and public, women’s businesses belong to everyday privacy. 

The division between work and family as two distinct social spheres has kept women’s 

experiences either invisible or differentially evaluated from men’s experiences. The 

experiences, perceptions and formulations of work and family, and their possible 

variation between genders are rarely questioned. (Silius 1995) Nonetheless, public does 

not exist without private and the private gender penetrates the public (Hearn & Parkin 

1992). Fletcher (2004) argues that the dichotomy of public sphere and private sphere is a 

social construction; for individuals, the spheres are not either separate or inextricably sex 

linked. However, these images operate at the discursive level, having power on how we 

enact (and are expected to enact) our gender identities.  

 

It is the prevailing practice to present the organizational logic as gender-neutral; the entire 

structure of organizations (hierarchies, jobs, careers) operates through abstract workers 

(Poggio 2003; Korvajärvi 2002; Benschop & Doorewaard 1998; Acker 1992; Symons 

1992; Kanter 1977). However, the ordinary way to maintain masculinity is to wrap it up 

into gender neutrality (Silius 1995), and thus, “organizational logic is the masculine point 

of view” (Symons 1992, 20). The hegemony of masculinity is institutionalized in many 

subtle and complex ways, specifically when cocooned in the authority of the ‘natural’ 

(Davis et al. 2006). Hegemonic understandings of masculinity are the basis of privileged 

discursive regimes, which suppress or silence feminine ideologies and other competing 

meanings and interpretations (Simpson & Lewis 2005).19 

 

                                                 
19 For an exhaustive discussion of hegemonic masculinity, see Connell & Messerschmidt (2005). It is good 
to note that hegemonic masculinity can be constructed so that in fact it does not correspond to any actual 
men (ibid., 838; see also Martin 2001). 
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Bradshaw & Wicks (1997, 210-213, italics in original) claim that “it may be painful for 

women to see and acknowledge the extent of their oppression; individuals have many 

defense mechanisms that can work to keep them unaware of their own domination. 

Patriarchal consciousness is pervasive and difficult to name and reveal”.20 As long as 

women are not conscious of their acting according to the rules of the system and do not 

reflect their obedience to the ‘authorities’, their behavior is defined as compliant, 

consentual, or obedient.  Now, the concept of zone of indifference comes to the fore here. 

“The zone of indifference is the space in which the women acknowledge problems but 

are not inclined to attempt to solve them.” Moving out from the zone of indifference is 

one step towards questioning the prevailing conditions and challenging the dominant 

constructions of reality. However, it is so much easier and more comfortable just to play 

the game, do the job and claim that everything is beyond one’s own control, than to 

recognize and acknowledge the quasi-gender-neutrality (‘state of unconscious 

acceptance’). “The pain of awareness can be too great, and more awareness can lead to 

more distress” (Brown 1994, quoted in Bradshaw & Wicks 1997, 211).  

 

4.5 Gender in talk – how gender is produced and performed 

through linguistic practices 

 

“Language and gender co-vary.” 
(McElhinny 2003, 29) 

 

Our behavior and language express and maintain the dominant cultural understandings of 

men and women. “The study of the use of language in organizations provides a means for 

exposing the gendered nature of organizational relationships of power and domination.” 

(Hatch 1997, 294) Acker & Van Houten (1992) argue that for example the use of the 

word ‘girl’ in the case of women shapes the construction of reality for both men and 

women. Femininity and masculinity are performed communicatively, “changing over 

time and varying culturally and contextually” (Kotthoff & Baron 2001, ix). 
                                                 
20 Holmer-Nadesan (1996, 53) interprets patriarchy as “[organizing] material and linguistic practices around 
a primary signifier which might be expressed as ‘male authority’”.  
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Through many societies and many historical periods, the relation between language and 

gender has been a recurring theme in discourse, especially the ideas about how men and 

women use language, and how they should ideally use it. However, the ideologies of 

language and gender are specific to the time and place in question, varying across 

cultures and being prone to other social characteristics like class and ethnicity. (Cameron 

2003)21 “Gender exists through language but simultaneously, through its existence of 

language, it simultaneously produces and reproduces concrete positions and 

consequences for individuals in organizations and working life, irrespective of their 

position” (Aaltio & Kovalainen 2003, 195-196). 

 

For Leap (2003, 402-403) “gender is negotiated and contested through the production and 

circulation of life stories, personal anecdotes, gossip and other narratives, legal 

statements, ritual oratory, words of advice and practical caution, jokes, songs, and other 

forms of expressive language, as well as through word borrowings, modifications to 

existing vocabulary, and new word formations” that can be referred to as texts. Texts 

represent situated language use, that is, they take place within specific economic, social 

and historical settings, and are relevant to that particular situation.  

 

Even when comparing and analyzing women’s and men’s speech styles, we confront 

many stereotypes (cf. Cameron 1992). In masculinist interactions, intimidation and 

confrontation are in the fore, whereas intimacy and connection prevail in the feminine-

gendered interactions (Maier 1997). In most representations, women have been 

linguistically inferior to men; women’s language is seen as polite, indirect and insecure, 

whereas men’s language is seen as direct and assertive, though the differences are 

disputable (Claes 1999; Tannen 1994; see also Bartram 2005). This creates the basis for a 

double-bind: if a woman speaks indirectly, thus conforming to the image of a proper 

woman, she is either manipulative or fuzzy-minded. If she, against all expectations, is 

direct, she is labeled as a bitch or a shrew. (Lakoff 2003; see also Sheppard 1989)   

 

                                                 
21 What is thought to be characteristic for women’s speech, see e.g. Cameron (1992).  
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In a study by Thimm, Koch & Schey (2003; see also Holmes & Stubbe 2003; Litosseliti 

2002) men were regarded as assertive, direct, analytical, logical, aggressive, goal-oriented 

and verbose, while women were regarded as friendly, cooperative, empathic, holistic, 

non-confrontational and communicative; all reproducing the stereotypes. Deviation from 

the talk norms is not tolerated (see e.g. Eagly & Carli 2007; Baron & Kotthoff 2001). 

These characteristics are typically in the minds of people describing femininity, 

masculinity and the interaction at work. The masculine style remains more valued, as 

does women’s subordinate subject positions in relation to men. (Bartram 2005; Holmes & 

Stubbe 2003) Claes (1999, 434) argues that women must translate their meanings into 

words established by the male defined register. However, as Tannen (1994, 32-34) states, 

“the ability to get one’s demands met without expressing them directly can be a sign of 

power rather than of the lack of it… indirectness is a prerogative of the powerful”. Once 

again, the interpretation depends on the interaction setting, on the status of the individuals 

taking part in the interaction and their relationship to each other, and on the cultural 

linguistic conventions.  

 

Symons (1986) found in her study that in order to be credible, women managers have to 

work harder than men to construct the right to speak authoritatively, something that men 

take for granted. On the other hand, the expressions of sadness and sorrow are not 

permitted to men as they refer to powerlessness and helplessness; anger is not allowed to 

be expressed by women as it refers to potency. All this reflects the power imbalance 

between the sexes. If women do express anger, it is only thought to be cute, and the 

power is again denied. (Lakoff 2003)  

 

Cameron (2003) talks about the construction of a new model of a ‘good person’, a new 

ideal that has both masculine and feminine elements. This is the enterprising, self-aware, 

interpersonally skilled individual who has the qualities of a good communicator and 

ability to express emotions and rapport. However, it is likely that these qualities in men 

will be applauded whereas in women, they are only natural.  
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5 (WO)MANAGERIAL CAREER 
 

“The masculine manager stands at the top of an exclusionary pyramid, the feminine 
manager in the center of a web of inclusion.” 

(Maier 1997, 232) 

 

Parkin (Hearn & Parkin 1992, 66) stated in the beginning of the 1980s that “the future for 

women in organizations is not an optimistic one”. Over 20 years have passed; where are 

we now?  

 

“In modern capitalist economies, values and practices other than those that contribute 

directly to economic growth and consumption have been progressively marginalized and 

neutralized” (Alvesson & Willmott 1996, 20). Organizations in an economical sense are 

often described as ‘black boxes’, representing a classical input – output –model (Hatch 

1997). Management in organizations concerns power, control, efficiency, achievement 

and authority; the most efficient organizations are based on the coherence between 

organizational structure, technology and environment. The managerial processes are seen 

as neutral and technocratic, without any moral, cultural or social consequences; 

management is treated as an abstract set of processes, principles and functions. (Bartram 

2005; Linstead 2000; Fondas 1997; Alvesson & Willmott 1996; [Tancred-]Sheriff & 

Campbell 1992; see also Mills 2002; Alvesson & Deetz 1996; Symons 1992) Calás 

(1992, 207, 209) talks about the universalistic view on organizations, which emphasizes 

the assumption that there are managerial approaches that are universally correct, that can 

be applied in every context; “one standard, one truth for all”. The objectives of 

management are presented as given and unproblematic; management is about ‘getting 

things done’. Managers themselves “espouse the goal of making their organizations more 

efficient and effective, as if the practical meaning of such objectives were value-free, 

self-evident and beyond doubt. By presenting their work in this way, the meaning of 

management, the social position of managers and their domination of decision making are 

all, in principle, legitimized”, not least when dealing with uncertainty and insecurity. In 

order to satisfy shareholders, to facilitate control and to justify their prerogatives and 
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privileges, managers tend to adopt the rhetoric of technical reasoning and profit making, 

and thus rationalize their actions. (Alvesson & Willmott 1996, 26, 35-36) 

 

Though often not directly said, the masculine model of rationality and reason has largely 

dominated our views of optimal organizations (Gherardi 1995; [Tancred-]Sheriff & 

Campbell 1992); management and leadership have been, and still are, constructed in 

masculine terms (Billing & Alvesson 2000). One of the most striking consequences of the 

industrialization of society (Taylor, Weber) was the creation of the bureaucratic social 

order grounded in masculine norms. “When managers – male and female alike – are 

acting ‘normally’ as bureaucracy defines it, they are acting masculine”. (Maier 1997, 

228-229, 235; cf. Linstead 2000) Women who attain high status positions in 

organizations are often argued to adopt masculine style of managing and communicating 

(see e.g. Holmes & Stubbe 2003).  

 

“The development of modern Western societies has been dominated by two principal 

powers, capitalism and science, both of which have been supported and promoted by 

patriarchal values and priorities” (Alvesson & Willmott 1996, 43). In organizational lives 

that are mostly dominated by males, the expectation is that the dominant gender culture 

can sufficiently explain both men’s and women’s experiences, and the reality of gender 

remains unaddressed. But when organizations are seen as socially constructed, gender-

based experiences come to the fore. (Sheppard 1992)  

 

Acker (1992, 257; Acker 1990; see also Wilson 1998; cf. Kanter 1977) argues that 

gender, sexuality, reproduction and emotions do not belong inside the organizational 

boundaries. She talks about “the abstract worker who does not eat, urinate, or procreate” 

and does not have either body or gender. When the abstract worker is transformed into a 

concrete breathing worker, we encounter “a man whose work is his life and whose wife 

takes care of everything else”. Too much involvement in the private sphere makes one 

unsuitable for working in an organization. The organization and its’ goals must come first 

before the needs of individuals and society. “Productivity and the ability to compete are 

the criteria by which the worth of employees including managers is being measured, not 
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the ability to share, to show kindness, to be empathetic” (Billing & Alvesson 2000, 153). 

Indeed, as Gherardi (1995, 34) asks: “Who dares to declare that they do not obey the 

principles of rationality and that, for example, they run a successful company on 

decisions prompted by the emotions?” 

 

Maier (1997, 229) writes that “the dominant understandings of selfhood and society that 

are available to men and women (and the prevailing assumptions about social relations, 

measures of success, organizational structure, leadership, ways of communicating, 

reasoning, and decision making, practices of power, politics, and morality) tend to differ 

along gendered lines”. There are thought to be differences between the experiences and 

perspectives of men and women as groups that can be conceptualized along the 

masculinity – femininity dimension, and the world of women is thought to be 

subordinated to the world of men. He highly questions the masculine world of 

organizations, claiming that the white male corporate system is nothing but dysfunctional. 

 

In this research management and leadership are understood as socially constructed, as 

products of the prevailing historical context, at the same time shaping this context 

(Alvesson & Willmott 1996). Management defined by the principles of social 

constructionism suggests that there is no one right way to manage, there are no best 

practices of management, only shared meanings and processes. Managers can highly 

affect the interpretations and understandings given to different events by using linguistic 

and symbolic means. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001) “Management is about talk” 

(Harding 2003, 196) and managerial functions are essentially discursive (Gergen 1994). 

Meanings are created and shared when managing; managers act as meaning givers, thus 

selling their ideas to the other members of the organization. The power of managers is 

based on their ability to define the reality of the members of the organization. By shaping 

and interpreting situations, experiences and actions managers fulfill their functions in 

organizations. Shared, common constructions, meanings inside them, and the interaction 

between actors produce and reproduce common, shared space and structure. (Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001) 
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From the viewpoint of social constructionism, manager is not only an objective 

professional category, but the category itself defines certain social and cultural 

expectations, forms of knowledge, genders and occupational assignments that it is 

supposed to fulfill. Language used in different categories and professions is not a neutral 

means for expression, but through it we create social meanings and structure people’s 

positions and places in organizations. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001)  

 

Management does not happen in a social and cultural vacuum. However, the interest 

towards the cultural contexts of management and the significance of different 

interpretations in defining management has only recently grown. The modern idea 

emphasizes management as a situational process engaged in social relations and 

networks, though the traditional idea of ‘manager and management equals a person’ still 

much prevails. It is no wonder, as management has long been greatly considered as an 

individual-bound and dependent on individual characteristics. (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 

2001).  

 

The discourse of managers as heroes, or even as saviours, has been suggested in 

numerous occasions (Bartram 2005; Olsson 2002). Managers are seen as the heroes of the 

modern society (cf. Alvesson & Willmott 1996) and great leaders often acquire a larger-

than-life heroic persona (Sonnenfeld 2002). Not surprisingly, the world is full of heroic 

success stories of managers (cf. Fletcher 2004; Aaltio-Marjosola 2001). Think about them 

for a second. What comes to your mind? For me, a common denominator in these stories 

seems to be that they are stories of men (e.g. Nokia’s ex-CEO Jorma Ollila, Virgin’s 

Richard Branson, Apple’s Steve Jobs and Microsoft’s Bill Gates). Where is the voice of 

women? There is no doubt that stories of women do exist, but they are far more invisible 

than men’s (cf. Barnett 2007; Gergen 2003; Ely & Meyerson 2000). As Aaltio-Marjosola 

(1994, 150) argues, “to become a hero as a woman is a paradox in itself, since heroes are, 

by definition, men”. Heroines, for their part, have traditionally been thought to possess 

motherly characteristics, thus considerably differing from heroes. “The woman represents 

the totality of what is to be known. The hero is the knower. She is life; he is the master of 
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life. He is the main character; she is a supporting actress. He is the actor; she is acted 

upon.” (Gergen 2003, 69; Marshall 1984) 

 

The classical description of a manager as “an engineer who designs, builds and operates 

the organizational machine” (management as a technical activity, see Alvesson & 

Willmott 1996, 10) has been replaced with participative, interactive and constructive 

images of a manager. When examining organizations through culture, manager can be 

considered to be the symbol of the organization, a storyteller and a bearer of tradition; 

members of the organization interpret manager in multiple ways. Or we can examine 

managers from postmodern perspective, the interest focusing on contradiction, ambiguity 

and paradox, and on attempts to combine multiple perspectives, redefine the existing and 

create new vistas. (Hatch 1997) For Harding (2003, 196-197, italics in original) 

management is not about planning, organizing and leading, coordinating, controlling and 

staffing. Rather, “the tasks of management consist of being the manager and thus 

symbolizing the battle against chaos, and second, with maintaining that subject position. 

Managers’ prime function is thus control of the managerial self, for the managerial self is 

mimetic with the organization, and by controlling their selves they symbolically control 

the ever-threatening organizational chaos. Control is thus inscribed upon the managerial 

body”. She concludes that “managers enact a managerial role that involves portraying 

themselves as managers, maintaining the visual façade of management, controlling 

themselves strictly to prevent the mask slipping, and so carrying out the symbolic role of 

manager”.  

 

Women’s worlds are thought to include a particular type of labor, namely care for others 

(concerning bodies, minds and spirits) and maintenance of relationships, whereas men’s 

worlds emphasize individual thought, independent achievement and success based on 

competition and hierarchy (Maier 1997). According to a study by Burke (1999; cf. 

Osipow 1983), marriage and children have negative career consequences for professional 

and managerial women. However, as Edley (2001, 217) points out, remarkable 

ideological changes have taken place and there are whole new confrontations (e.g. 

fatherhood vs. career), challenging the traditional arrangement of men belonging to the 
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public realm and women staying at home. Furthermore, as the conceptualizations of 

career are changing, so are the conceptualizations of success. As Arnold (2001, 124) 

states, “the erosion of external signals of success also puts more of an onus on individuals 

to define their own success criteria”. But despite the changes in work, “women continue 

to face a range of obstacles in their careers and in opportunities to achieve leadership 

positions” (Höpfl & Matilal 2007, 201).  

 

Next, I will examine more closely the concept of career and its’ managerial and gender 

implications.  

 

5.1 Career research 

 

“Be promoted or perish.” 
(Kanter 1977, 131) 

 

Career research owes a lot to psychology. There is a huge amount of career research 

among many different disciplines, of which psychology has had the most influential 

impact on current theories.22 Other fields significantly contributing to career theories 

include sociology, education and management (Peiperl & Arthur 2000). Most 

psychological career theories spring from two philosophical positions, namely positivism 

and constructivism. Of these two, positivism emphasizes objectivity, logical proofing and 

empirical bases, and as Cohen & Mallon (2001, 51; see also Cohen et al. 2004) argue, 

“much career theory is still stubbornly positivistic”. Constructivism sees people actively 

constructing their own reality, not just passively accepting some ready given reality 

(Brown & Brooks 1996).  

 

It is worth noting that career theories have mainly been developed by “white males of 

European descent”, leading to the fact that they have been most useful when trying to 

understand the behavior of Caucasian white males (Brown & Brooks 1996, 7; see also 

                                                 
22 For a comparison of different psychological career theories and the development of career theorizing, see 
e.g. Peiperl & Arthur (2000); Woodd (2000); Sullivan (1999).  
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Mallon & Cohen 2001; Woodd 2000; Sullivan 1999; Lloyd 1989; Schein 1978). As Bell 

& Nkomo (1992, 239; see also Höpfl & Matilal 2007) state, “women’s lives do not fit 

neatly into career theories built largely on male [or androcentric] models of success and 

work”; the traditional career stage models have not addressed women’s unique career 

experiences (and neither the changing work environment) (Sullivan 1999; see also 

Mainiero & Sullivan 2006). This leads to faulty reasoning in theory and research about 

women and careers (see e.g. Crawford & Unger 2000).23 To compare, the theoretical 

basis of management research lies mainly on the hands of men. The works that are seen 

as influential and of historical importance are texts of men, at least nominally. The voice 

of women researchers has at its best appeared through men. (Lämsä 2003) Sagaria (1989, 

12) argues that “many of the relevant theories and studies… lead to images and ways of 

thinking about women’s careers that are dangerously narrow, segmented, and 

objectified”.  

 

My aim is not to introduce and examine different career theories or career development 

as such. Rather, I am interested in how individuals construct their careers themselves and 

what meanings are given to careers, from a subjective point of view. I will not discuss the 

organizational point of view to careers, and thus I have more or less left out concepts like 

commitment, socialization and psychological contracts. Neither will I discuss different 

theories of career choice and development (for these, see e.g. Brown & Brooks 1996). I 

also chose not to include the discussion of the attempts to combine work life with private 

life to this research, but examine careers only from the point of view of work.  

 

In order to understand the emphasis on subjectivity, I enter into the world of ‘new’ 

careers and the current understandings of careers (cf. the critique towards dichotomies 

presented by Cohen et al. 2004).  

 

 

 

                                                 
23 For an extensive description of male-based career theories see e.g. Powell & Mainiero (1992).  
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5.2 Conceptualizing careers 

 

“To grow up masculinized is to learn to value hierarchies. We are taught that it is a 
positive thing to ‘move up’.” 

(Maier 1997, 244) 

 

What is a career? How can one differentiate career and non-career work? Is there work 

without career? Silius (1995) interprets career as professionalism, with visible and public 

results; only certain kinds of careers are legitimate and valued (cf. Cohen et al. 2004). 

The public (paid work) has superiority over the private (care, home work, motherhood). 

Professionalism is free from other life and commitment to work is top class, which 

requires significant emotional sacrifices in social relations. As a cultural code 

professionalism is imbued with masculine gender, expressing power, control and 

hierarchies. The care (provided by women) enables the abstract ideas and great policies 

(of professional men).24 

 

Arthur & Rousseau (1996, 3) argue that “everyone who works has a career”. The idea of 

careers is central in the modern Western culture (Inkson 1995); we are raised to career-

like thinking from early on. “What are you going to do when you grow up?”  is a usual 

question repeated through our childhood, though work does not even play any significant 

role at that time. And it only gets worse. “We soon learn that we ought to have job or 

career ambitions.” (Gabriel, Fineman & Sims 2000, 223) As Inkson & Arthur (2001, 48) 

state, career is one of the most important facets in our lives. “Along with our close 

relationships and our families, our careers are what we judge our lives by.” And careers 

not only have to do with work, “everyone’s life outside work is connected to the career” 

(Arthur & Rousseau 1996, 3). In the context of multiple educational and vocational 

opportunities, careers have become a means for self-expression and self-determination 

(Blustein et al. 2004).  

 

                                                 
24 Julkunen (1995) interprets professionalism in the hierarchical sense: professions present the top of the 
hierarchy; in the lower steps it is easier to mix public life and private life.  
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Traditionally career has been considered as a series of related jobs through which a 

person moves in a sequential manner (Wajcman 1998; White 1995): the very meaning of 

career traces back to individuals moving through a sequence of positions or work roles in 

the course of their work lifetime (Gunz, Evans & Jalland 2002; Kanter 1977), serving 

only one organization (Baruch 2004; Bird 1994). The concept of time is of high relevance 

here (see e.g. Arthur, Khapova & Wilderom 2005), and there lies the assumption of going 

upwards hierarchically, gaining one position after another, implicitly offered to ‘bright 

young men’ (Mainiero & Sullivan 2006; Baruch 2004; Reitman & Schneer 2003; Schein 

1978). MacDermid, Lee, Buck & Williams (2001, 306) argue that “the traditional 

organizational career is evident in the typically male pattern of working steadily full-time 

for the same employer for an entire career, always seeking vertical advancement and 

external rewards”. Women have been expected to behave in the same manner and to 

pursue the same goals as men.  

 

Traditional careers, especially in management practice and theory, have emphasized 

structure, succession and status (Baruch 2004; Adamson 1997) and they are thought to be 

bind to something, be it organizations, roles, positions or jobs (Bird 1994); the concept of 

psychological contract25 has been in the fore. Inkson (1995) suggests that career 

structures are inseparable from other structures and institutions in society. “In essence, 

the word ‘career’ speaks of a promise, the vow that an organization makes to the 

individual that merit, diligence and self-discipline would be rewarded by steady progress 

through a pyramid of grades”. This also embodies an assumption that ‘the career 

promise’ holds good for decades; career is “a lifelong moral project” (McKinlay 2002, 

596; see also Inkson 1995), and a linear trajectory (Eby, Butts & Lockwood 2003). The 

idea of careers provides individuals with coherence and stability (Inkson 1995). In all 

this, it is noteworthy that careers are most often examined from organizational an 

perspective (cf. Anand, Peiperl & Arthur 2002; Inkson & Arthur 2001; Arthur & 

Rousseau 1996). Miles & Snow (1996) talk about effective careers, which refer to a 

constant match of individuals’ competencies and organizations’ needs.  

 

                                                 
25 For an extensive discussion of psychological contracts, see e.g. Rousseau (1995) and Schein (1978). 
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It is argued that women’s success criteria and routes to career success differ from those of 

men (see e.g. Cornelius & Skinner 2008; Sturges 1999; Melamed 1996). Powell & 

Mainiero (1992; see also Buttner 2001; Sturges 1999; Arthur & Rousseau 1996; 

Sheppard 1992) argue that women are more concerned on how they feel about their 

careers (defined subjectively in terms of individuals’ own interpretations of their careers, 

so-called internal or subjective career)26 than what their careers actually look like 

(measured objectively by promotions, salary etc., so-called external or objective career). 

The traditional rewards of pay and status that are considered to be of masculine nature, 

are less emphasized among women (Simpson 1998).  

 

Anand et al. (2002, 3-4) argue that “careers… serve as reference points, both for shared 

social understanding and for personal interpretation and action”. In this research, I 

examine careers from an individual’s point of view; “the career is what the person 

construes it to be” (Hall et al. 2002, 161). However successful career can be from the 

objective point of view, it does not necessarily guarantee individual’s psychological 

feeling of success (Hall & Chandler 2005). Eby et al. (2001) argue that career success is 

closely related to career insight and career identity, which emphasize individuals’ roles 

rather than their employers’ roles, in managing careers. Careers are always personal and 

unique (Nicholson & de Waal-Andrews 2005), and as is argued by Gabriel et al. (2000; 

cf. Mitchell et al. 1999; Schein 1987), despite all career planning stories, in reality many 

of us have only a vague idea what we want to do, if even that.  

 

Changes in careers are often something totally different than what the traditional theories 

of career stages and adult development suggest. Rather, careers are made up of several 

short cycles or episodes during which an individual learns to master something new. 

After completing the prevailing mission, or for other external (like changes in work 
                                                 
26 Mirvis & Hall (1994) talk about ‘psychological success’ that derives from individual’s experiences of 
achieving goals that are meaningful specifically to the individual, not for example to the organizational 
peers or to the society. Arthur et al. (2005, 180, 182) see that “people experience objective reality, create 
understandings about what constitutes career success, and then individually act on those understandings, 
regardless of their predictive accuracy… People develop their careers and seek career success by orienting 
themselves to certain relevant peer groups or work-related communities”.  
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environment) or internal (like personal needs) reasons, an individual moves on. 

Additionally, the stage models do not address the complex assemblage of life, career and 

search for balance (Mainiero & Sullivan 2006; Hall et al. 2002); the private spheres of 

life only cause distraction (cf. Höpfl & Matilal 2007). Prasad (1997; see also Maier 1997) 

states that careers are discursively constructed as belonging exclusively to the 

organizational sphere and requiring devotion and commitment to work only; “work is 

separate from the rest of life and it has first claim on the worker” (Acker 1992, 255). 

Those committed to their paid employment are seen as naturally more suited to authority 

and responsibility; those dividing their commitments belong to the lower ranks (Acker 

1990).  

 

For Arnold (2001; see also Baruch 2004; Sturges 1999; Schein 1987), career management 

is difficult but still necessary for both individuals and organizations. Nowadays, career 

choices to be made are far more complex and varied by nature, they concern much more 

than just the type of work, and the career success is more and more defined by individuals 

themselves, what is individually perceived to be important, rather than by socially 

accepted norms. This individuality aspect is under inspection here. As Schein (1987, 155, 

170) argues, “from the individual point of view, the career comprises a series of 

psychologically meaningful units… ultimately, we must manage our own careers”. 

Organizations provide contexts for careers, but never own them (Inkson & Arthur 2001).  

According to Schein (1987), the more an individual gains work experience, the more 

ready he/she is to make managed and constructive career decisions, and to distinguish 

what is ‘me’ and what is not ‘me’.  

 

The masculine model of work and career making is giving way to a postmodern 

pluralism, as Cooper & Lewis (1999) call it. The changes in the nature of work are 

euphemistically thought to benefit above all women (Thimm et al. 2003; Woodd 1999), 

and the new career realities are thought to be more feminine (Fondas 1996). Rosenbaum 

& Miller (1996, 350) state that “the company man, if not entirely extinct, is a rapidly 

dying species… His environment has changed and become inhospitable, and a new 
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species, more adaptive to the changed environment, is taking his place”. Let us take a 

closer look what this means.  

 

5.3 New age of careers 

 

“A career is a lifelong discovery process that cannot be planned in advance.” 
(Ellig & Thatchenkery 1996, 177) 

 

The so-called new career era is bustling with new career concepts. Current careers are 

thought to be complex, non-linear, competency-based, interdependent; the terms 

‘boundaryless career’ or ‘protean career’ are widely used when talking about new kinds 

of careers (see e.g. Hall 2004; Lichtenstein & Mendenhall 2002; Hall & Moss 1998; 

DeFillippi & Arthur 1994)27, and specifically the boundaryless career28 has rapidly 

become career researchers’  pet child (see e.g. Peiperl, Arthur & Anand 2002). Changes 

occurred and occurring in the world of work (restructurings, downsizings, rise of 

knowledge intensive work, technological advances in communication, globalization in 

general, etc.) have forced us to rethink the meaning of career and to take more proactive 

view on managing careers. Briefly, what is critically needed is a better understanding of 

careers. (see e.g. Woodd 2000; Arthur & Rousseau 1996; Powell & Mainiero 1992)  

 

Cohen et al. (2004, 407-408; see also Maniero & Sullivan 2006) argue that “the old, 

stultifying world of traditional, hierarchical careers is said to have given way to a more 

liberating and all-embracing career world based on the accumulation of skills and 

                                                 
27 Sullivan (1999) suggests that the term protean career is more suitable when examining new career 
patterns from an individual’s point of view, whereas the term boundaryless career emphasizes 
organizational perspective. Hall & Moss (1998, 25; see also Hall 2004) define protean career as follows: 
“The protean career is a process which the person, not the organization, is managing. It consists of all of the 
person’s varied experiences in education, training, work in several organizations, changes in occupational 
field, etc. The protean person’s own personal career choices and search for self-fulfillment are the unifying 
or integrative elements in his or her life. The criterion of success is internal (psychological success), not 
external.” 
28 Can also be called professional, entrepreneurial or protean career (see e.g. Arnold 2001) or a life journey 
(Baruch 2004). It is noteworthy that models of boundaryless organizations date back to the 1960s (for a 
short overview, see Mirvis & Hall 1994). For an overall discussion of the newness of the current career 
thinking, see e.g. Peiperl & Arthur (2000).  
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knowledge and the integration of personal and professional life”. “The old formula of a 

job for life, or a career practicing one particular kind of expertise, no longer applies” 

(Gabriel et al. 2000, 226). Baker & Aldrich (1996, 136, 146) see that “individuals have 

not become less stable as employees; instead, employment has become more flexible”. 

For them, a boundaryless career means “a work history that is high on… three career 

dimensions: identity, cumulation of knowledge, and multiple employers”. Careers are not 

simply about progressions of work experiences anymore (syntactic career), but rather 

about accumulations of information and knowledge (semantic career), providing a more 

holistic way of thinking about work (Bird 1994).  

 

In the wake of boundarylessness, specifically the subjective side of careers has gained 

more importance and discussion (see e.g. Hall & Chandler 2005). Careers are influenced, 

according to Sullivan, Carden & Martin (1998), by two major factors, namely 

transferability of competencies and level of internal work values. Individuals with high 

transferability of competences are also highly marketable; their competencies are portable 

and apply in many organizational settings. For individuals with strong internal work 

values, passion goes over profit; they rather respect self-fulfillment, satisfaction and work 

they can identify with than plain economic rewards. According to Mirvis & Hall (1994, 

366-367), “people will have to ‘make sense’ of their constantly changing work agenda 

and integrate varied experiences into a coherent self-picture”.  

 

Inkson & Arthur (2001, 51-52; see also Parker 2002; Arthur, Claman & DeFillippi 1995; 

DeFillippi & Arthur 1994) divide ‘career capital’ or career assets into three knowings that 

complement each other (cf. Bird’s (1994) model of semantic careers): 

1) Knowing-why (sense of purpose, motivation, identification, construction of 

personal meaning and identity  creates commitment to work, encourages search 

for new career relationships; embodies also non-work circumstances). 

2) Knowing-how (skills, expertise, knowledge  leads to contacts and reputation, 

enhances self-confidence, occupational identity and career opportunities; includes 

both formal and experiential learning). 
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3) Knowing-whom (relationships, sources of information, reputation, obligations  

refines or reaffirms career motivation, reasserts skill-building opportunities). “It’s 

not what you know, it’s who you know” (Gabriel et al. 2000, 231; cf. Inkson & 

Arthur 2001). 

 

These knowings are, according to Arthur et al. (1995), crucial in the new career 

paradigm, and advantageous both to the individual and to the firm.29 According to a study 

by Eby et al. (2003), specifically favorable for individual’s career efforts seem to be the 

willingness to try new things, create opportunities and set realistic goals. What is 

characteristic for all three knowings is that their value is extrinsic, dependent on settings 

that both recognize the potential contribution and provide opportunities correspondingly 

(DeFillippi & Arthur 1994).  

 
 
“There is a greater onus on individuals to manage their own careers rather than waiting 

for someone else to take an initiative on their behalf” (Arnold, 2001, 117). This 

understanding conveys message of changing managerial career paths (Reitman & 

Schneer 2003). Preston & Biddle (1994, 28) argue that “the prime responsibility for 

career management must ultimately lie with the individual”. This requires continuous 

learning and acquisition of multiple skills.  

 

What is required from an individual in tomorrow’s (or in fact today’s) workplace? First 

and foremost, an individual needs to identify his/her own characteristics and how to 

develop him-/herself, that is, to review one’s career continuously. It is no surprise that 

clear identities are of help here. Importance should also be put into social networks and 

skills to act entrepreneur-like. (see e.g. Arnold 2001) “The career performs a fundamental 

function in the continuos construction and maintenance of a healthy self-concept, 

congruent with individual’s changing strengths and weaknesses, shifting beliefs and 

attitudes and future aspirations” (Adamson, Doherty & Viney 1998, 257). 

                                                 
29 For an empirical examples on the importance of ‘knowing why’, ‘knowing whom’ and ‘knowing how’, 
see Eby et al. (2003), Jones & Lichtenstein (2000) and Parker & Arthur (2000). For the importance of 
networking, see Forret & Dougherty (2004).  
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5.3.1 Bounded, boundaryless or something in-between? 

 

“The meaning of career to individuals is constantly being constructed, deconstructed and 
reconstructed in light of both personal and organizational change and development, 

and,… social interaction.” 
(Adamson et al. 1998, 257-258) 

 

What is meant with boundarylessness? Gunz et al. (2002, 61-62) talk about boundaries 

surrounding organizations, departments, organizational levels and occupations. But 

formally, “a boundary is an imperfection in the labor market, observable by the relative 

lack of movement that takes place between groups of roles on either side of the 

boundary”. For DeFillippi & Arthur (1994, 307), a boundaryless career is a career where 

“job opportunities… go beyond the boundaries of single employment settings”. In the 

most optimistic scenarios, employees “are expected to move seamlessly across levels and 

functions, through different kinds of jobs, and even from company to company through a 

boundaryless career” (Mirvis & Hall 1994, 366). A boundaryless career is a mix of 

continuity and discontinuity; the trick is to learn to adapt to shifts and interruptions, and 

to take advantage of them. “Interrupted career paths can be opportunities”, as they 

provide valuable sources of learning. (Weick 1996, 40)  

 

Boundaryless career emphasizes flexibility, which is evident for example in blurring the 

borders between work and non-work, and in frequent changes in one’s work (Arnold 

2001). Interestingly, Calás & Smircich (2006) interpret flexibility as increasing 

temporary employment through downsizing of careers, and the whole technology 

dependency to lead to 24/7 work philosophy. 

 

Arthur & Rousseau (1996) distinguish six emphases in boundaryless careers. First, 

careers can move across the boundaries of separate employers. Second, careers can draw 

validation, and also marketability, from outside one’s present employer. Third, careers 

can be sustained by external information and networks. Fourth, careers’ hierarchical 

boundaries are broken. Fifth, career opportunities can be rejected due to personal reasons. 

Sixth, careers can be interpreted as boundaryless regardless of structural constraints.  
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The changes in work have caused a radical shift in who is responsible and who takes 

action; there is more room for individual self-direction and self-expression (cf. Jones 

1996). As organizations do not provide clear career paths anymore, this opens the 

individual the possibility “to pursue the path with a heart, and to do so in his or her own 

unique way” (Hall et al. 2002, 161; see also Mirvis & Hall 1994; see also Hall & 

Chandler 2005 for a discussion of a career as a calling).  

 

Boundaryless careers do not definitely fit the traditional notion that people ‘make it’ 

through hard work and diligence. The challenge lies in the expectation adjustment about 

upward mobility and hierarchical career progress, and in letting go of the idea ‘one life, 

one career’. (Mirvis & Hall 1994) “What is different now is that work experience is more 

decoupled from specific organizations, more proactive and enactive, more 

indistinguishable from organizing, more portable, more discontinuous, less predictable, 

and more reliant on improvisation” (Weick 1996, 41). For Eaton & Bailyn (2000, 177), 

current careers are “profoundly shaped by family and other extra-work relationships in 

which individual employees are embedded, are anything but linear over the lifespan, and 

are determined partly by circumstance, luck, and the actions of others as well as by one’s 

education and training”.  

 

Ellig & Thatchenkery’s (1996, 172, 174, 177) argument of boundaryless careers being 

subjectively defined by the career actors themselves is in the core in this research. “To 

understand the career choices that people make, we must understand how people perceive 

the various opportunities and courses of action.” Each and every person defines his/her 

own career differently, and “the career is one of the mental tools the person uses to 

organize and make sense out of a sequence of experiences”. Careers are interpreted in the 

light of past life experiences but also in the light of current visions of where to proceed in 

the future. Mitchell et al. (1999, 115-116) argue that “chance events inevitably play a 

major role in everyone’s career and… events attributed to chance are often indirect 

outcomes of effective behavior”. They claim that “it is hard to believe that anyone would 

seriously claim that unpredictable events had no influence on their career direction”. 
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Future cannot be predicted with any accuracy and careers do not follow logical, simple 

and straightforward paths.  

 

As a response to the boundaryless career discussion, King, Burke & Pemberton (2005, 

982) argue that “cognitive limitations, prior career history, occupational identity and 

institutional structures mean that opportunities are not ‘boundaryless’, even for 

individuals who are highly skilled and mobile between organizations. Careers are, and 

always have been, ‘bounded’”. Pure boundarylessness is perhaps only a special case, 

which works under very special circumstances (Gunz, Evans & Jalland 2000). Similarly, 

the thought of individuals’ complete responsibility of their careers easily leads to free 

agent –situation, where employees are seen as pure contract workers (Hall & Moss 1998).  

 

Gunz et al. (2002) argue further that boundaries are still alive and well, and in fact 

legitimized. A career without any boundaries and without any constraints to movement is 

hard to imagine. After all, there are the admitted and accepted boundaries like education, 

competence and qualification, experience, or even geography. Then there are the less 

admitted but still existent and real boundaries like age, ethnicity, religion or sex.30 Career 

boundaries also differ especially in permeability. The less permeable the boundary is, the 

more visible it becomes. The above-mentioned boundaries (hierarchical, functional) are 

easy to track, but there are also inclusional boundaries that are much more subtle and 

often highly impermeable, for example marking the distinctions in the power structure of 

an organization.  

 

Whatever the case, the modern, post-industrial organizations are seen to be much smaller, 

more fluid and flexible than they have been, and the boundaries between organizations 

and the external environment are invisible or do not exist at all. People working in post-

industrial organizations conduct expert work, emphasize learning and do not care about 

                                                 
30 Gunz et al. (2000, 28-29) discuss career barriers also as labor-market (e.g. barriers of entry), demand-side 
(e.g. reluctance to select) and supply-side (e.g. reluctance to move) phenomena, as well as divide them into 
subjective and objective ones. Subjective barriers exist in one’s mind, and they are assumed to limit career 
opportunities (e.g. geographical limits, lack of certain level of professionalism), although in reality, this 
may not be the case at all. Objective barriers are due to the nature of the territory where careers are carried 
out (e.g. amount of work experience required, suitable education).  
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hierarchies. “Post-industrial organizational life is characterized by uncertainty, 

contradiction, and paradox. We will experience organizations as more eclectic, 

participative, and loosely coupled than ever before, with the implication that members of 

organizations will confront more paradox, contradiction, and ambiguity.” (Hatch 1997, 

26, 45)  

 

Arnold (2001; see also Woodd 1999; Fondas 1996) argues that “in some respects the 

reality of the boundaryless career reflects the experience of women over many years”, 

and the new career understanding have been suggested to make managerial careers more 

accessible to women (see Reitman & Schneer 2003). This is claimed to be due to 

women’s adjustability to changes in work, retraining, and balancing between work and 

non-work. Stereotypically it could be stated that “work styles which emphasize the 

feminine characteristics of cooperation, empathy, and community are likely to be better 

adapted to the 21st century workplace than the masculine style of independent goal-

directed action”. What matter are the skills of cooperation, nurturing, adaptation and 

persuasion; skills women have historically been thought of as having (Winn 2004; Claes 

1999).  

 

Sullivan et al. (1998) propose that women in comparison to men are more likely to prefer 

provisional, self-directed and self-designing careers, and they are likely to experience less 

stress when moving from traditional to new career patterns. Melamed (1996, 221) states 

that “although women’s careers lack the security of the more static careers of men, their 

dynamic career path forces them to become more adaptable, and helps them to realize the 

benefits associated with an active change of employers and jobs”. Again, as Wilson 

(1998, 396) argues, the traditional career path and its’ male pattern has never been an 

option for the majority of women. So in fact, there is nothing new in this for women. 

Cooper & Lewis (1999, 38-39; see also Crompton 2006; MacDermid et al. 2001) claim 

that “women everywhere are historically more experienced at discontinuous career 

patterns, flowing in and out of the labor market, working part-time and on short-term 

contracts”. This has often been because of women’s family responsibilities. In the 

absence of child care facilities or men being responsible for child care, many women 
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have not had any other alternatives. Now this flexibility is seen to be women’s ace in the 

labor market (!). MacDermid et al. (2001) believe that there is a good reason to assume 

that men will follow the same path that women have walked for years.  

 

As the world is changing in a raging pace, does it even make any sense to talk about 

careers as such? Or does that only increase the importance of careers? (cf. Arnold 2001) 

What is an individual’s role in this? Bird (1994, 337, 341) states that “there can be no 

doubt that the boundaryless career brings about greater autonomy for the individual, 

granting wider discretion over both thought and action. Individuals clearly become the 

main agents in career direction and progression”. He continues his arguing by stating that 

boundaryless careers are essentially entrepreneurial by nature. Work and non-work 

become more connected as the established structures and routines break down, as do 

knowledge acquired from vocational and avocational experiences (see also Louis 1980). 

Mallon & Cohen (2001, 219; see also Arenius & Kovalainen 2006) have studied women 

who have made a transition from organizational careers to self-employment. They argue 

that “in the context of new careers, the move into self-employment could be seen to 

embody a choice of independence and autonomy over dependence and the rules of the 

organizational world, of self-designed career rather than awaiting the rungs of the ladder, 

of balance of home and work rather than attempts to juggle their competing demands”.  

 

The motivation to make career moves in boundaryless career era may not depend on 

more money or higher status, but on the chance to learn new things or to apply and use 

existent knowledge more widely (Bird 1994). Boundarylessness also promises alternative 

work forms (flexitime, telework, part-time work etc.), arising greatly from the need to 

balance multiple priorities in life. “In the midst of changing needs of the workforce, and 

the dynamic landscape of organizational life and the global business context, employees’ 

motivations, career paths, and visions of themselves and their lives are in flux… In 

response to changing priorities and seemingly overwhelming demands at both work and 

home, many individuals face the stark reality that traditional career paths and traditional 

ways of dividing work and non-work life are no longer consistent with the lives they lead, 

or the lives they want to be living.” (Buck, Lee & MacDermid 2002, 77-79) 
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Adamson et al. (1998, 256) suggest the following of the dynamics of the new career 

reality: 

1) career progression does not necessarily mean hierarchical advancement, 

2) good cv means rich cv (including variety of work and non-work activities), 

3) rich cv includes both vertical and lateral career moves, and shows job flexibility,  

4) there can be career breaks as long as they somehow develop individual’s overall 

life skills.  

 

In order to draw together the discussion of traditional and boundaryless careers, I present 

the idea of Ellig & Thatchenkery (1996, 178) of the differences between the two in table 

8.  

 

TABLE 8. Traditional vs. boundaryless career paradigms (Ellig & Thatchenkery 1996, 

178) 

 

 
 

According to Ellig & Thatchenkery (1996, 178-182), “the individual makes meaning out 

of his or her career, instead of accepting a normative prescription generated by external 

agents”. Focus has shifted from narrow task definitions and performances to 

Traditional career paradigm Boundaryless career paradigm 
Normative: a single, externally determined Subjective: actors derive the worth and significance of
view defined what a good career is a career by interpreting and attaching subjective value to it

Task orientation: larger jobs separated into Outcome orientation: people use whatever competencies
discreet units, which resulted in the are needed to achieve the right outcome, often blending
proliferation of highly specialized careers generalist and specialist roles

Universal career competencies: career Contextual career competencies: career requires diverse
requires competencies in a narrowly defined competencies that vary from situation to situation 
field of expertise 

Vertical advancement: progress is measured Multidirectional growth: actors seek careers that are 
in terms of how quick one climbs the intrinsically rewarding, regardless of hierarchical 
hierarchical ladder of position, power, and movements
responsibility 

Separation of organizational and personal Integration of organizational and personal mission: 
mission: professional or work life separate proliferation of autonomous entities within the large firm
from personal or family life, except for small allow employees to act like business owners, facilitating 
entrepreneurs, who tend to merge the two integration of personal and organizational missions 
missions 
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understanding careers in terms of the results produced. People are expected to continually 

develop additional competencies, and advancement has become polydirectional and 

subjectively defined. There is a growing need to integrate individual and organizational 

requirements; at its’ best, this is seen to promote corporate productivity (!).  

 

Mainiero & Sullivan (2006, 111) have recently introduced the concept of kaleidoscope 

careers. They see that careers have not become boundaryless but rather operate inside 

three parameters, namely authenticity, balance and challenge (ABC).  “A kaleidoscope 

career is a career created on your own terms, defined not by a corporation but by your 

own values, life choices, and parameters.” They argue that each of the parameters is 

active as a signpost throughout women’s careers, depending on the life phase at hand 

(beta kaleidoscope pattern). Respectively, men’s career patterns are more linear and 

career-centric (alpha kaleidoscope pattern). Table 9 illustrates this division.  

 

TABLE 9. Alpha and beta kaleidoscope patterns (Mainiero & Sullivan 2006, 148) 

 
Typical for Pattern

Alpha pattern Most men C-A-B
Single, career-driven women

Beta pattern Most women C-B-A
Stay-at-home dads
Gen X and Gen Y men  

 

Mainiero & Sullivan (2006) argue that alpha women are atypical in their career-

centeredness. These women seek power, are determined, persistent, and are in constant 

pursuit of challenging career goals. Interestingly, they claim that behind an alpha woman, 

there is often an off-the-career-track beta man at home. Beta men correspondingly choose 

their own ways, working often outside corporate boundaries and forging identities 

independent from corporate lifestyle.  

 

Mainiero & Sullivan (2006, 10, 49) write that “newer models of careers are moving away 

from traditional inside-the-box, linear thinking to a more complex set of dimensions that 

allow for change, permeability, and multiplicity across the lives of individuals. These 



 

 

117

new approaches offer a greater understanding of women’s careers, as the career of 

women typically don’t follow a traditional, linear pattern. Rather, women have forged 

boundaryless and protean careers ahead of their time, following their own paths, outside 

of the confines of a corporation”. However, they remind that “there is no overarching 

pattern to women’s career as a group”.   

 

No matter what the future predictions are, the upward mobility still remains as one of the 

most important factors determining career success (Wilson 1998). After all, employment 

is hierarchically arranged throughout the world (Evans 2006; Sturges 1999). The study of 

Reitman & Schneer (2003) shows that the traditional career ladders are still, at least 

partly, alive and well. For most of the managers they studied, the boundaryless, or 

protean, career better described their experiences, though traditional and boundaryless 

careers could exist concurrently. Their study also shows that women do not seem to be 

more eager to pursue boundaryless careers than men; women were more likely to stick to 

the organizational ladders. It is noteworthy that on protean path, women were better able 

to combine work and family, and they were more likely to be married and have children. 

On the traditional path this was not the case. Furthermore, in terms of advancement, 

women and men seemed to be equal on the protean path, but not on the traditional path; 

women had a better access to top management level on the protean path.  

 

5.3.2 Gendered concepts of career 

 

“Gender has a major impact on the career decisions people make at different points in 
their career and life cycles.” 

(Mainiero & Sullivan 2006, 18) 

 

Hennig & Jardim (1977, xv) have argued already thirty years ago that there are critically 

different beliefs and assumptions men and women hold about themselves and each other, 

about organizations and about managerial careers. Let us see what these are. 
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Men do not go to work; they create career (Lehtonen 1995; Hennig & Jardim 1977). 

When women go to work, they “have systematically occupied underpaid positions 

without much career mobility” (Prasad 2005, 159; see also Acker 1994); women just 

have jobs (Marshall 1984). Höpfl & Matilal (2007, 205) argue that “men find personal 

satisfaction and rewards in work and need to reinforce the supporting rhetoric even if 

only in paying lip service to organizational values because it gives meaning to their lives 

and offers material rewards. Women threaten these reality definitions and therefore men 

seek to control the extent of their participation”. Mainiero & Sullivan (2006) argue that 

by going to work, men demonstrate their commitment and love for their families (!).  

 

Larwood, Wood & Inderlied (1978, 587) stated in the 1970s that “many management 

texts and practically all case studies still cling to the tradition that boys are born with the 

golden key to the executive washroom, while girls are born to give aid and comfort as 

secretaries”. In most organizations, the access to upper level positions is limited to (and 

conditioned by) the members of the dominant group. It is not surprising that the 

requirements of competency and the interpretation of success reflect the understandings 

of the dominant group. (Elmes & Connelley 1997; Hennig & Jardim 1977) Wodak (2003, 

672) argues that “the same behavior is judged differently in men and women: we hear of 

‘careerist women’ but of ‘dynamic men’”. Especially in the public domain, women have 

to justify their existence (and compete with stereotypes), whereas men do not have to go 

through this kind of legitimization pressure. Gherardi (1996) talks about symbolic orders 

expressed in organizations that create male and female domains, segregation, status 

differences and not least, power and knowledge. Bartram (2005, 111-112) asks: “When 

women in management use [feminine characteristics] they are regarded as weaker than 

men in management but for men to appropriate them makes them worthwhile attributes. 

Would men want to appropriate these characteristics if they were made aware of the way 

these were culturally gendered?”. Would the feminization of management lead to 

questioning the notions of masculinity and dominance, or to downgrading managerial 

jobs and careers, when management would lose its’ status and power? 
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What Hennig & Jardim (1977, 158-159) see as a big problem especially in managerial 

careers is that “men develop and implement action plans for their careers… a woman 

must be able to say with confidence that she wants a career and that she is willing to 

confront the problems she will inevitably encounter. She must be willing to be far more 

specific in her planning than the men around her and even more alert at anticipating 

situations which might accentuate the pressure she will feel or expose the vulnerabilities 

she will continue to sense. She must in other words be clear on the need to manage her 

environment and herself concurrently”.  

 

According to a study by Kirchmeyer (1998; see also Reitman & Schneer 2003; Melamed 

1996; Powell & Mainiero 1992), women have more career interruptions, are less likely to 

be married, have fewer children and earn less money than men at managerial levels. 

Marriage and children seem to present unique obstacles to women’s managerial success 

(Kirchmeyer 2002; see also Osipow 1983). Women have been blamed at least for not 

being dedicated and committed enough to their work, lacking right kind of education, 

ambition and attitude, and particular kind of work experience (see e.g. Burke 1999; Höpfl 

1992; Marshall 1984; cf. Dodd-McCue & Wright 1996). Especially education and work 

experience are thought to enhance women’s credibility and credentials (Melamed 1996). 

But as Kanter (1977) argues, “when women seem to be less motivated or committed, it is 

probably because their jobs carry less opportunity”. Ensher, Murphy & Sullivan (2002) 

thus suggest that women’s careers should be examined “not as a linear progression from 

one promotion to another, but as a process of creative growth and development”. It is also 

argued that women are more likely than men to make drastic career move decisions, and 

that they have a greater impact on women’s career success than that of men (Melamed 

1996). Woodd (1999) sees that women’s career patterns are likely to be flexible, 

changing, part-time and temporary, where transferable skills are needed. Women also 

tend to define success more broadly than most men as women are motivated by more 

complex factors than men (Mainiero & Sullivan 2006).  
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Simpson (1998) sees that due to the glass ceiling31 phenomenon, a symptom of which is 

the low number of women on the top (White 1995), women have relied more on their 

own initiative in managing their careers than putting their hopes on organizations. 

Symons (1986, 384) argues that a woman manager “must establish her credibility and 

socially construct her claim to authority”; men can rely on the normative expectations 

based on their gender.  

 

Elmes & Connelley (1997; see also Ely & Meyerson 2000; Claes 1999; Kottis 1993; 

Marshall 1984; Kanter 1977) talk about women’s identity conflicts and a classic double-

bind of executive roles: you are not being aggressive enough if you fail to act with 

decisiveness and power (which makes you unsuitable for executive roles), and if you do 

act with decisiveness and power, you are threatening and far too aggressive (and again 

you do not suit to executive roles). A woman who embodies traditionally male qualities is 

considered unfeminine (see e.g. Carli & Eagly 2007; Rhode & Kellerman 2007; 

Crawford & Unger 2000; see also Hennig & Jardim 1977), even jeopardizing the ‘whole 

system’ (Fletcher 1999). As Acker (1994, 118) states, “failures in maintaining an 

appropriate gendered persona can lead to great difficulties in achieving success within 

organizations”.  

 

Kanter (1977, 211-212; see also Symons 1986) talks about ‘tokens’ or ‘symbols of their 

kind’, that is, people who represent a category rather than independent individuals. This 

is often the case of women managers: breaking into men’s territory leads into the position 

of the very few among the very many. “Tokens are, ironically, both highly visible as 

people who are different and yet not permitted the individuality of their own unique, non-

stereotypical characteristics.” Tokens get attention: the smaller the numerical proportion 

                                                 
31 Ryan, Haslam & Postmes (2007) talk about ‘glass cliff’, a position of leadership where there is a greater 
risk and an increased possibility to fail, and on which women more likely than men are to find themselves. 
Eagly & Carli (2007, 64) argue that “the glass ceiling metaphor is now more wrong than right… the glass 
ceiling fails to incorporate the complexity and variety of challenges that women can face in their leadership 
journeys”, if it is treated as a single and unvarying obstacle. Instead they suggest the term ‘labyrinth’, 
which implies a complex, indirect journey requiring persistence, awareness of the progress and analysis of 
the puzzles lying ahead. “For women who aspire to top leadership, routes exist but are full of twists and 
turns, both unexpected and expected.” 
 



 

 

121

of a group, the larger the share of awareness (although the token’s presence is noticed, 

her achievements necessarily are not; she should also avoid being too good). There is 

often a tendency to exaggerate the differences between tokens and the dominants, and as 

they are more easily stereotyped than the dominants, they can never really be seen as they 

are (as they are allowed only limited roles). All this leads to performance pressures, 

heightening of dominant culture boundaries and role encapsulation. Treating female 

managers as exceptions leads to unchanged ways of thinking and action. By labeling 

female managers as some kinds of oddities the old ways of action are protected. (Ropo et 

al. 2005) 

 

Curiously, taking advantage of visibility and publicity can be interpreted as 

troublemaking, especially in the case of tokens (Kanter 1977), and paradoxically, gaining 

internal visibility for example by networking is closely connected to promotions, 

compensations and career success. As found by Forret & Dougherty (2004), involvement 

in networking (specifically internal visibility and engagement in professional activities) 

benefits the career progress of men more than that of women. However, there is at least 

some evidence that social capital (e.g. networking, mentoring) is specifically important to 

women’s advancement to higher managerial levels compared to lower managerial levels 

(Metz & Tharenou 2001; see also Eagly & Carli 2007), and tokenism may work 

especially in a system where success in linked to being known (Kanter 1977). 

 

While being possible tokens, women are also forced into stereotypical role traps. Kanter 

(1977; see also Simpson 1997) divides these as follows. As mothers, women are expected 

to act comfortingly, to care and to solve people’s private troubles. Women are seen as 

sympathetic, easy to talk to, and as good listeners. As seductresses, women are seen as 

dangerous sexual objects. Women as pets are thought to be cute, amusing little things and 

symbolical mascots, but not competent. Strong women, iron maidens, are seen as tough 

and dangerous, asexual and strident. While seductresses and pets often incur protective 

responses, iron maidens more likely face abandonment. These role encapsulations may 

offer certain and comfortable positions, and thus they may be easier to accept than to 
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fight against, although it is probable that they limit the range of expressions or 

demonstrations of competence, and strengthen stereotyping.  

 

It is argued that the career patterns of men and women still differ dramatically and there 

can be found clear gender-based themes. Descriptive for women’s careers is 

disjointedness, intermittency, nonlinearity and change. Women’s career decisions reflect 

an intricate and large web of considerations and integration of work and family; Sagaria 

(1989) talks about a career quilt, referring to the multiple facets needed to be taken into 

account when examining women’s careers. Men’s careers are more stable, orderly and 

remain linear, and more emphasis is placed on advancement. Men also tend to 

compartmentalize work and family. Whereas men’s self-identity and work identity are 

more congruent and closely tied, women have multiple self-identities. Organizational 

arrangements are not experienced in the similar way among men and women. For 

example the definition of success is not identical between genders and it cannot be 

defined in a gender-neutral way. (Burton 1992)  

 

5.4 Managerial career and career making 

 

“Whenever people face issues of allocation – who is to do what, get what, plan or execute 
action, direct or be directed, incumbency in significant social categories such as ‘female’ 

and ‘male’ seems to become pointedly relevant.” 
(West & Zimmerman 1987, 143) 

 

The conventional managerial practices are largely taken-for-granted and inherently 

gendered, though “the reality of gender differences and the content of gender experience 

tend to remain invisible… in situations where one gender moves into areas traditionally 

designated as the territory of the other” (Sheppard 1992, 152; see also Broadbridge & 

Hearn 2008). Harding (2003, 97-98, 100), in applying queer theory to the readings of 

management textbooks, claims that “the manager is subordinated to the phallic and 

phallocentric law… and men too are subjected and subjectified within a patriarchal 

order”. As Hearn & Kimmel (2006, 55; see also Simpson & Lewis 2005) state, “today, in 
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fact, any book that does not have the word ‘women’ in it is a book in ‘men’s studies’ – 

but we call it ‘literature’, ‘history’, or ‘political science’”.  

 

Bartram (2005, 108-109) argues that prevailing management discourses presented already 

in the 1970s show that women were not even expected to be the consumers of the 

management literature; management was meant for men. Additionally, referring to a 

manager as ‘he’ in the management literature, is more a rule than an exception 

(Tomlinson et al. 1997; Calás & Smircich 1996). “The very language of management is 

resolutely masculine” (Bryans & Mavin 2005; Wajcman 1998, 7), and the whole field of 

management has thus been somewhat alien to women (Alvesson & Billing 1992). 

Interestingly, Olsson & Pringle (2004, 31) state that “much of the women in management 

literature has focused on the ‘glass half empty’, the perceptions and experiences of 

women who may be constructed as victims of organizational structures and culture that 

privilege masculine characteristics”. I have often wondered why this is so. I think this is 

indeed evident in the literature; the diversity of femininities and masculinities are not 

much celebrated.  

 

The ideal manager has often appeared as an academic, white, (at least) middle-class and 

middle-aged man (see e.g. Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001; Wajcman 1998; Alvesson & 

Willmott 1996; Symons 1992; Symons 1986); ‘think manager – think male’ (Schein et al. 

1996; see also Rhode & Kellerman 2007; Olsson & Walker 2003; Alvesson & Billing 

1997; cf. Brenner, Tomkiewicz & Schein 1989). Managers’ besuited, clean shaved bodies 

are a cultural sign, ripped off from all elements of emotions, of sexuality, of nature, 

signifying symbolic power, knowledge and privilege (Harding 2003). According to 

Kerfoot & Knights (1998, 8; Billing & Alvesson 2000), the predominant form of 

masculinity in managerial work appears as “aggressively competitive, goal driven and 

instrumental in its pursuit of success”. This limits not only the potential of women, but 

also the potential of some men, as only certain kind of masculinity is approved. Ropo et 

al. (2005) talk about the phallic ‘Teflon man’, the ideal manager, who is not touched by 

anything human. He relies on rationality and makes sharp divisions between managers 

and subordinates, and between work and leisure. 
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Reitman & Schneer (2003; cf. Kanter 1977) argue that traditional career path has never 

really applied to women, as it was developed for almost exclusively to male managers 

with nonworking wife at home taking care of the children. This ideal creates a possible 

condition of entry and promotion to women (Alvesson & Willmott 1996), and the ‘think 

manager – think male’ syndrome may cause a psychological barrier for women’s 

advancement (Schein et al. 1996; Schein & Mueller 1992; see also Duehr & Bono 2006; 

Deaux & Major 1987). Schein (1972, 330) states that “increasing the number of women 

in managerial positions will take more than a mere reduction of the obvious barriers. 

Among many things, it will require an understanding of the different ideas and values to 

which men and women have been exposed, and of the conflicts experienced by women 

operating in a masculine dominated environment”.  

 

The first attempts in the 1960s and 1970s to enable women to acquire more powerful 

positions in organizations meant ‘equipping’ women with assertiveness and right 

credentials, and by providing fair promotion processes. Interest focused on women as 

individuals and on their characteristics, and on the question how to gain the ‘right’ 

characteristics needed in managerial positions. Feminine characteristics and qualities 

simply were not appropriate or effective for career success in often so masculine 

organizational contexts. (Crompton 2006) Not surprisingly, women striving for 

managerial positions were advised to formulate specific career strategies (Kottis 1993).  

 

While men strongly dominate management (Billing & Alvesson 2000), women’s absence 

from managerial positions has been tried to explain with 1) women’s presumed lack of 

education, training, skills and experience, 2) discrimination and bias against women, and 

3) corporate policies and procedures hindering women’s access to management (McKeen 

& Burke 1992). Alternatively, we can talk about different 1) socialization and 

psychological traits, 2) sociological and structural explanations, and 3) cultural contexts 

and the formation of identity and subjectivity (Billing & Alvesson 2000). Even reluctance 

to accept managerial positions has been used to explain women’s absence or 

underrepresentation in managerial hierarchies. It is ultimately about women’s own 

choices; the influence of other forces remains unaddressed (e.g. choices of spouses, 
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policy leaders or employers) (Rhode & Kellerman 2007). The minor number of female 

managers and women’s poor possibilities to progress in career are seen as a big problem 

both in research and in work life. However, men’s overgrown amount in managerial 

positions and their better chances in career advancement are not a problem. It is the 

problem of minority and the majority’s aspect is not considered. (see e.g. Korvajärvi 

1996) Höpfl (2003, 11; see also Höpfl & Matilal 2007) presents an interesting viewpoint 

to this, talking about understanding “the way in which men’s fear of women as dissident, 

disorderly and disjunctive operates in organisational dynamics”. She claims that women 

are not so easily seduced to believe into the illusions of future satisfactions and corporate 

promises. As men find personal satisfaction and reward in work and need to reinforce the 

supporting rhetoric, women threaten these definitions. This causes men to seek to control 

the extent of women’s participation.  

 

Management as such bears within itself the notion of power. Kottis (1993; Hennig & 

Jardim 1977; see also Mainiero & Sullivan 2006) argues that managerial positions are 

associated with formal power, but in order to succeed and advance, managers must 

develop a relationship network that provides them with informal power. She further 

argues that men’s social conditioning provides them with opportunities to learn how to 

generate and use informal power in particular, whereas women are conditioned to occupy 

only domestic roles. In organizations, relationships are governed by such customs, 

beliefs, values, norms, rules of behavior and style of communication that reflect male 

culture and male experience. Women, as being culturally different, are excluded from 

informal relationships and social events that provide significant opportunities for network 

building and informal power development (appearing at their worst as buddy or old boy 

networks32, see e.g. Rosen, Miguel & Peirce 1989; Kanter 1977; cf. Mallon & Cassell 

1999). As there is a disjunction between expectations and imagery, it is highly difficult 

for women to exercise authority. Thus, “leadership can only be entrusted to those who 

will maintain the thrusting projections of the organization: men”. (Höpfl & Matilal 2007, 

203) Men are more likely to use power stemming from their position and formal 

authority, whereas women count on power deriving from personal characteristics and 

                                                 
32 See Ibarra (1993) for a discussion of women’s limited access or exclusion from networks.  
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personal contacts. “Women leaders don’t covet formal authority. They have learned to 

lead without it.” (Rosener 1990, 120, 123) Stewart & Gudykunst (1982, 594-596; see also 

Hersch & Viscusi 1996) found out in their study that females receive more promotions 

than males, but to significantly lower positions in organizational hierarchy. They state 

that “receiving a large number of promotions does not guarantee that a woman actually is 

advancing in the organizational hierarchy”. Rather, pivotal for women’s advancement 

seem to be both formal and informal organizational systems.  

 

Various studies have shown that women at higher managerial levels have to act and even 

be like men, or become more like men, in order to succeed in a managerial career (see 

e.g. Keohane 2007; Billing & Alvesson 2000). Bryans & Mavin (2005) argue that the 

dominant male paradigm of management forms the backdrop for women against which 

they have to learn how to become managers; when men and women are recruited into 

dominant positions in organizations, women tend to internalize the requirements of their 

position and become like men. When both men and women identify with the masculine 

structure, the system reproduces itself without noting its’ dysfynctional consequences for 

women, men and whole organizations. The unquestioned norm of masculinity, that is, 

normality, flourishes and femininity remains irrational, illogical, unsubstantiated and/or 

irrelevant. (Maier 1999; Maier 1997)  Women in positions of institutional or hierarchical 

power often agree on or mimic the masculine knowledge formation, suppressing the 

expected ‘vices’ of femininity like invisibility, passivity, emotionality and irrationality 

(Kerfoot & Knights 1998; see also Billing & Alvesson 2000). Bradshaw & Wicks (1997, 

214), in their study of the Canadian academe, state that “women who think they can beat 

the men at their own game… often perceive that they are outsmarting the system and 

thereby winning a male-defined game with male-defined rules”. In fact, this kind of 

behavior may only reinforce the system and keep up the values working against women.  

 

Kanter (1977, 5, 47-49, 53-55) argues that social conformity is a critical issue for 

managers: “managers tend to carefully guard power and privilege for those who fit in, for 

those they see as ‘their kind’”. She sees that the pressures of conformity and the exclusive 

management circles are due to the uncertainty surrounding managerial positions; only 
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certain people are trusted. Control is kept in the hands of socially homogenous peers and 

loyalty is expected in a diffuse and unbounded way. Furthermore, dealing with people 

who are different complicates communication and thus social certainty. The higher the 

uncertainty is, or the higher the level of hierarchy, the higher the drive for social 

similarity and loyalty. Those managerial positions that bear the lowest uncertainty are 

then given to people who do not homogenously fit in. “Most women in business have 

found their management opportunities in low uncertainty, non-discretionary positions that 

bear the least pressure to close the circle: closer to the bottom, in more routinized 

functions, and in ‘expert’ rather than decision-making roles”, as well as in those areas 

where least communication and social contact are required. 

 

Mainiero & Sullivan (2006) claim that women operate in a web of relationships everyday 

and are naturally relational. They argue that women’s styles of relating to other people in 

the workplace 1) are more contextual, connected, and interdependent than those of men, 

2) women are more likely to operate at team-level rather than at me-level, 3) maintain 

balance in relationships and life activities, 4) identify wholeheartedly with others and thus 

develop a sense of ‘knowing’, 5) exercise caring and connection, and 6) tend to create 

compromises, collaborations and synergies.  

 

Fletcher (2004) discusses the so-called postheroic models of leadership, where leadership 

is seen as collaborative and relational process that depends on social networks of 

influence (understood as culturally feminine and in contrast to the traditional and heroic, 

that is, masculine, leadership). What is interesting in these models is that they are often 

presented as both gender- and power-neutral. But as she argues, gender, power and 

leadership are done and they are linked to each other in complex ways.  

 

Fletcher (2004, 648-650) defines postheroic leadership as having three characteristics:  

1) It is a practice, and thus shared and distributed; “the notion of shared leadership 

practices suggests that leading and following are two sides of the same set of relational 

skills that everyone in an organization needs in order to work in a context of 

interdependence”. 
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2) It is a fluid, mutual and two-directional social process, taking place in interaction; 

“positional leaders and followers must have the ability to use the full range of skills and 

move easily from one role to the other even while their positional authority remain 

constant”. This also suggests the move towards “a more relational concept of self as an 

interdependent entity”.  

3) It is about learning that is mutual, leads to greater collective understanding and 

ultimately, to positive action.  

 

Fletcher (2004, 650-651, 653; Fletcher 1999) argues that “the logic of effectiveness 

underlying heroic images of leadership is a logic deeply rooted in masculine-linked 

images and wisdom about how to ‘produce things’ in the work sphere of life, while the 

logic of effectiveness underlying postheroic leadership is a logic deeply rooted in 

feminine-linked images and wisdom about how to ‘grow people’ in the domestic sphere”. 

These two spheres are socially constructed as adversarial and separate, sex linked and, 

unequally valued. Now, the new images of leadership inevitably violate our traditional 

assumptions about business success and individualism, and what more, they violate our 

gendered assumptions about these concepts and practices. However critical the “relational 

wisdom about growing people” is nowadays to business success, it is not taken into 

account how strongly these relational principles are linked to the displays of femininity 

that have historically been devalued in leadership narratives. In the worst case, women 

who adopt aspects from postheroic leadership are not accounted for leadership behavior 

at all.  

 

Billing & Alvesson (2000; cf. Fletcher 1999; see also Brewis et al. 1997) rationalize that 

the transferability of feminine skills may benefit family-like organizations. In capitalist 

managerial work, these skills play no role unless they are instrumental in accomplishing 

results. The idea of feminine leadership may only reproduce gender divisions and 

stereotypical views on women: women are suitable for certain functions and sectors, but 

not for the ones that are prestigious and powerful. It is also possible that promoting 

feminine leadership can narrow women’s leadership repertoire, but not that of men. Thus, 

they suggest that “perhaps the idea of feminine leadership should be seen as a regulative 
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ideal, a normative construct, rather than an empirical phenomenon… feminine leadership 

may thus run against the ideal of broadening the options for non-constrained acts of 

women, and instead tie these to a rather narrow set of leadership ideals and behaviours”. 

They ask if it is really possible that the same characteristics that earlier were used to 

disqualify women would now facilitate their entrance to managerial jobs.33 In a similar 

vein, Burton (1992, 193) claims that “women’s successful performance is less likely to be 

attributed to ability than men’s successful performance”, this having an implication in job 

filling: if more jobs are filled with women, they may become perceived as less difficult 

and less valued. 

 

Claes (1999, 441-442) argues that management styles in practice are evolving towards 

valuing a mixture of masculine and feminine characteristics. As Billing & Alvesson 

(2000, 152) claim, “the situatedness of managerial work and the specific demands of 

leadership may… motivate a transcendence of strict masculine or feminine meanings as 

providing guidelines for coping”.  

 

5.4.1 The gendered nature of management 

 

“There are no women leaders only transvestite women masquerading as men: not real 
men, permitted to enter but not to have power.” 

(Höpfl & Matilal 2007, 205) 

 

The basic difficulty of gender in management is that gender is women’s thing only. When 

talking about men in the context of management, strategies and risk-taking, they are not 

gender questions, but neutral understandings of things in question. (Pietiläinen 2002; 

Lämsä & Tiensuu 2000; Symons 1992; cf. Simpson & Lewis 2005; Oakley 1998; see also 

Gherardi 1995) Masculinity appears through knowledge and competence, whereas 

femininity appears through gender. Symons (1992, 20-21, italics in original) argues that 

“women do not create gender problem… Rather, when women enter organizations, they 
                                                 
33 For a fuller critique towards the concept of feminine leadership, see Billing & Alvesson (2000). See also 
Fletcher’s (1999) study of how certain behaviors in organizations (often labeled as soft and feminine) get 
disappeared.  
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encounter a longstanding dynamic of domination and subordination already well 

embedded”. Better still, being silent about gender, “this ‘intruding’ aspect of humanity” 

can be ignored; after all, acknowledging gender would only contaminate the essentially 

gender-neutral organization structures (Acker 1990). The acknowledgement of gender 

seems to disturb the fluency and interactive nature of everyday management. It is much 

easier to hush gender away, which is characteristic for our cultural behavior, and to 

separate structures from people. (Ropo et al. 2005; Acker 1990)  

 

Lämsä (2003; see also Vinnicombe & Singh 2002; Sheppard 1992) talks about the female 

managers’ gender paradox: on one hand, if a woman as a manager deviates from the 

feminine norm of being a woman, she does not fulfill the model of ‘a real woman’. On 

the other hand, if she deviates from the masculine norm of management, she does not 

fulfill the model of ‘a real manager’. In Kanter’s (1977, 214, italics in original) study, the 

same phenomenon was found. Women were measured by two criteria: how they 

performed the management role as women, and how they lived up to images of 

womanhood as managers.  

 

Benschop & Doorewaard (1998) found in their study of the Dutch banking sector a clear 

correspondence between the masculine gender connotations and the criteria for good 

managers, the profile of the ideal worker and the requirements needed for career making. 

What is intriguing here is that this finding was explained by their research participants 

with pure coincidence and it was conceptualized at the individual level.  

 

Kanter (1977, 5) argues that “’masculine’ or ‘feminine’ images embedded in the roles [in 

the workplace] are inherent neither in the nature of the tasks themselves nor in the 

characteristics of men and women”, but “there is in fact considerable agreement between 

men and women on gender-appropriate traits” (see also Telford 2003; Schein 1972). 

Symons (1992, 21) claims that “managerial women are caught in a tug-of-war between 

their occupational class and their gender class… As managers they have authority; as 

women they do not”. Symons (1986, 385) argues that an effective way to establish 

credibility is to develop good reputation outside the organization; “just as a prophet is 
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never recognized in his own land, so a competent woman may be overlooked in her 

immediate work environment”.  

 

The dominant, masculine-based (agentic or transactional) managerial discourse 

emphasizes instrumental rationality, independence, individualism, aggressiveness, 

assertiveness, ambitiousness, orderliness, self-confidence, conformity to the requirements 

of authority, and respect for the chain of command. The feminine counterpart (communal, 

interactive or transformational) stresses trust, nurturing, affection, informality, 

participation, sympathy, empathy, warmth, sensitiveness, understanding, low leader 

control and one-to-one interpersonality (see table 10). (Eagly & Carli 2007; Duehr & 

Bono 2006; Vinnicombe & Singh 2002; Wood & Lindorff 2001; Carli & Eagly 1999; 

Maier 1999; Yammarino et al. 1997; Rosener 1990; Marshall 1984; see also Brewis et al. 

1997; Holmer-Nadesan 1996; Alimo-Metcalfe 1995; Gherardi 1995) Whereas women 

collaborate, bond and heal, men conquer, capture and beat (Kottis 1993). Mainiero & 

Sullivan (2006) argue that participation and empowerment are the keywords women like 

to describe themselves as leaders and managers. This discursive positioning also reflects 

and strengthens the gendered and separated images of public and private spheres of life 

(cf. Fletcher 1998; Brewis et al. 1997). Curiously, in order to succeed, women are 

expected to perform as men, although organizations more and more seek leadership 

performance that resembles the so-called women’s characteristics and feminine values 

(Höpfl & Matilal 2007).  
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TABLE 10. Gendered perceptions of leadership and organization (adapted from Maier 

1999, 77) 

 
MASCULINE FEMININE

Organizational symbols and metaphors Pyramids, ladders, channels, Circles, networks, webs, 
chains, boxes, units, divisions, bubbles, communities, 
teams (us vs. them) gardens, teams (us and we)

Images of leadership At the top, at the helm At the center, your side
Director, commander, master Servant, coach, colleague
Tell others what to do Communication, collectivity,

codevelopment
Positional authority Personal authority

Leadership objectives Action and results focus Process and reflecting-in-
action focus

To direct To serve and inspire

Source of influence Command, control, force, Empowerment, facilitation, 
manipulation empathy, responsiveness

Reactions to leadership and authority Respect for one's place in the Challenge authority
organizational chain of 
command
Compliance Commitment

Organizational and leadership values Hierarchy, individualism, Community, egalitarianism, 
competition, command, collaboration, diversity, 
control, task efficiency, partnership, relationship, 
aggressiveness, achievement, serving, caring, intimacy, 
independence, success responsiveness  

 

Jacques (1997, 84; see also Gregory 1990; Freedman & Phillips 1988; Dobbins & Platz 

1986; Marshall 1984) argues that “the central finding of women-in-management research 

is that there is not much difference between the sexes”, implying that men are not 

naturally superior to women.34 Rather, gender-related differences are far more prevalent 

(Freedman & Phillips 1988). Kanter (1977, 302; see also Wajcman 1996) found in her 

study that “the women… were sometimes very different from each other and sometimes 

not very different from men, as leaders. Individual differences were more striking than 

sex differences”. Russell & Rush (1987, 282) state that by “investigating the similarities 
                                                 
34 A study by Eagly & Carli (2003b, 807; 2003a) show that when comparing the leadership styles of men 
and women, “women have some advantages in typical leadership style but suffer some disadvantages from 
prejudicial evaluations of their competence as leaders, especially in masculine organizational contexts”. 
Research results concerning differences in general have proved to be more like ‘now you see them, now 
you don’t’ (Deaux & Major 1987, 369). See also the study by Cliff, Langton & Aldrich (2005).  
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and differences among women concerning their views of a management career may be 

useful for suggesting additional means of assisting women in their career development”.  

 

5.4.2 Women as managers 

 

“Femininity and management are stereotypically incompatible.” 
(Larwood et al. 1978, 586) 

 

As many studies (see e.g. Mallon & Cassell 1999; Benschop & Doorewaard 1998) show, 

in comparison to men, women face additional hurdles when building managerial careers. 

Often the deeply rooted assumptions of women’s ‘right’ roles and the assumptions of 

their competences and capabilities prevent women coming out. All kinds of reasonings 

are expressed to explain the absence of women from managerial positions. Wilson (1998) 

divides these into three categories. Deficiency theories suggest that women do not have 

what it takes to be a manager (be it intellectual, physical or mental capabilities, 

ambitiousness or leadership skills). Structural explanations focus on organizational, 

societal and familial restrictions. Finally, women’s own choice is often used as an 

explanation for their non-advancement. Factors found to facilitate or constrain women’s 

career development can be divided into two simplified categories: the first is based on 

social psychological factors (factors internal to women like socialization processes and 

attitudes), and the second is based on structural factors (factors exterior to women like 

organizational procedures and structures). (Andrew, Coderre & Denis 1990)  

 

Wentling (1996) found in her study that the factors that assisted women’s career 

development in middle management included education, hard work, mentoring, 

interpersonal/people skills, demonstrating competency, and willingness to risk-taking. 

Factors that hindered career development included discouraging managers/lack of guide 

from managers, gender discrimination, lack of political savvy and lack of career strategy. 

Wentling (2003) later continued her research and conducted a second phase which 

concentrated on how the women managers she had studied earlier had progressed. She 

found that none of the participants had attained the position to which they had ultimately 
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aspired. Being a woman was stated as the most common reason for slow advancement. 

However, the majority of the researched women stated that they were progressing 

towards the positions to which they had aspired, although the speed had not been sky-

high. As well, the stated factors for career assistance and career hindrance had changed. 

Now the women saw competency, interpersonal/people skills, 

commitment/dedication/perseverance, opportunity and support, willingness to learn and 

accept new responsibilities, hard work, and self-confidence as the most important factors 

assisting their career development. Being a woman, lack of support from manager, lack 

of opportunity, family obligations, company restructuring, and age were mentioned as the 

most important factors hindering their career development. Wentling thus concluded that 

women’s career advancement barriers are often unique to their gender.35 

 

In their study of Canadian intermediate and senior women managers, Andrew et al. 

(1990) found that the small number of women managers in organizations was seen as a 

great obstacle for the career development among the women managers interviewed. All in 

all, the interviewees felt that the obstacles in their career making were not dependent on 

themselves, that is, the obstacles laid in their external environment. Olsson & Pringle 

(2004) for their part found in their study of women executives that the common success 

factors among the women researched were people skills, relationship building skills, 

having education credentials, ability to motivate, self-confidence, being politically astute, 

and working hard. Women are usually perceived as more humanistic and person-oriented 

than men – in organizational settings these characteristics are often interpreted as 

negative. Many studies state that women are not for example costconscious in their 

decision-making but more service-oriented and consultative, they are concerned with 

maintaining good relations, and they cannot negotiate in a hard way. Women tend to be 

emotional, intuitive and personal, and also thoughtful and less confident with risk-taking 

and less aware of possible political issues (though often also better prepared and more 

meticulous than men). (Sheppard 1992) Winn (2004, 144; see also Konrad & Cannings 

                                                 
35 In her study of what it takes for women to make it in management, Woods (1975) identified ten 
characteristics women need to learn in order to succeed in management. These were: competence, 
education, realism, aggressiveness, self-confidence, career-mindedness, femininity (!), strategy, support of 
an influential male and uniqueness.  
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1997) states that “effective management may require nurturing and facilitating, but 

getting into management positions still takes directness and visibility – and time at the 

office”. Specifically in the US context, long hours at the office are thought to be the 

prerequisite to promotion – and an indication of ambition and loyalty to the organization.  

 

A notion in Kirchmeyer’s (1998, 688) article stroke me hard: “As long as women are 

believed to fit the requirements of management poorly, female managers should be 

cautious about demonstrating a feminine orientation that could reinforce perceptions of 

incompetence in the minds of organizational decision makers”. Does this really mean that 

women should act like men when applying for and acting in managerial positions (cf. 

Bartram 2005; Gherardi & Poggio 2001; Kottis 1993; Cullen 1990)? Höpfl & Matilal 

(2007, 201, 204; cf. Billing & Alvesson 2000) argue that “the notion of female leadership 

is quite clear: speak and act like a man, accept the logic of the trajectory or be deprived of 

membership… women are permitted entry into leadership roles precisely because they 

are no longer women… women… can either be organizational playthings or else quasi 

men”.  

 

Gunz et al. (2002, 66-67, 70) argue that the barriers preventing women from reaching the 

top positions in managerial hierarchies will crumble only if social attitudes change. This 

requires role models and pioneers to show that the duty in question is manageable for the 

discriminated. In order to make institutional barriers more permeable, interventions and 

changes to social processes are needed. The barriers need to be eroded, rather than 

shattered.  

 

Acker (1990, 141) writes of the attempts of the feminist project to create alternative, 

feminist organizations (non-hierarchical, egalitarian organizations), and of the reasons 

they so often fail, that one of the reasons leading to failure is perhaps the recognition that 

the reality proves to be embarrassing. “Women failing to cooperate with each other, 

taking power and using it in oppressive ways, creating their own structures of status and 

reward were at odds with other images of women as nurturing and supportive”.  
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6 IDENTITIES IN FUNCTION 
 

“Identity is a composite, a result of a variety of experiences actively understood by the 
individual.” 

(Storey, Salaman & Platman 2005, 1037) 

 

In the field of organization studies, there is an ever-increasing interest towards 

organizational, occupational and professional identities (Alvesson et al. 2008; Watson 

2007; Pullen 2006). However, Brown (2001, 114; see also Collinson 2003) argues that 

individual identity36 “is a question only just beginning to be addressed by scholars in 

organization studies… it focuses on the processes by which individual identities (selves) 

are constructed in organizations”. Indeed, the focus on identity in the mainstream 

management scholarship has largely remained at the organization level (Alvesson et al. 

2008). For Nkomo & Cox (1996), identity is at the core of understanding organizational 

diversity. Not surprisingly, there are numerous different interpretations and approaches to 

identity, which makes it highly disputed (Hearn 2002). 

 

In the modern, market-based societies, the range of possible identities available to any of 

us is larger than ever, if not unlimited, and the width given to pursue different identities is 

notable. Working, playing, loving and learning in different social contexts provides us 

with the possibility to take on different identities, often with little spatial and temporal 

separation, and define our place in society. As well, we construct coexisting identities 

from such aspects as age, occupation, gender, nationality, language, politics or clothing, 

just to mention only a few. This kind of freedom of choice has brought identity issues 

among the most difficult and salient of challenges of life, bringing along ambiguity and 

insecurity. Some of our identities are mutually reinforcing, some may be in tension, 

mutually contradictory or totally incompatible. Experiencing a unitary and singular sense 

of self is thus hardly probable. (Collinson 2003; Ryan & Deci 2003; Hatch 1997)  

                                                 
36 Stoller (1968, 155) asks how identity is different from self, ego, self-representation or any other such 
term. “To introduce the term ‘identity’ or any of its semantic relatives, such as ‘self’, ‘self-representation’, 
‘personality’, ‘character structure’ or even ‘ego’, is to try to assign a word to a quality, a feeling, a sense, 
for which no adequate word has yet been hammered out.” 



 

 

137

As Kerfoot & Knights (1998, 16; see also Alvesson 1998) argue, “identity is always 

inescapably social and consequently a product of complex social interactions. Attitudes 

of approval and disapproval, support and criticism, and confirmation and disconfirmation 

are fundamental to its formation and development”. Thus, it is precarious and 

uncontrollable. Berger & Luckmann (1991, 194) write that “identity is formed by social 

processes. Once crystallized, it is maintained, modified, or even reshaped by social 

relations”. Individual essence, to which one would remain true or committed, has ceased 

to exist and has been replaced with identities that are continuosly emergent, reformed and 

redirected according to the ever-changing relationships (Gergen 1991).  

 

Work is a central source of identity (Baruch 2004); individual identities are substantially 

shaped by occupational linkages (Prasad 1997). One’s paid employment status has 

specifically been the cornerstone of masculinity and the cultural centerpiece of men’s 

adulthood (Maier 1997), although Osipow (1983, 254) argues that “professional women 

do not surrender their vocational identity lightly”. As found by Marshall (1984), work is a 

major source of identity for women managers, although only one core life role amongst 

several other roles. According to her, and against common understandings, the women 

managers she interviewed did not see work, motherhood, marriage and social life as 

mutually exclusive, but as a pool of possibilities of which to select individualistic 

combinations (although selecting inevitably led to compromising, as all potential roles 

cannot be engaged in wholeheartedly). Noteworthy is that this process of choosing was 

not usually conscious.  

 

6.1 What are identities all about? 

 

”Identities intersect to create an amalgamated identity.” 
(Nkomo & Cox 1996, 348) 

 

Sunderland & Litosseliti (2002, 6) state that “the notion of identity is a slippery one, often 

used but rarely defined, varying from one discipline to another”. For Storey et al. (2005, 

1038), identity is “a precarious and shifting phenomenon”; a relational construct 
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(Kärreman & Alvesson 2001). It is in communicative action that identity becomes 

possible and meaningful (Ashcraft & Mumby 2004).  

 

Individuals can, of course, be described in various ways and under multiple categories, 

not least because the roots of identity research lie in diverse areas ranging from 

philosophy, cultural studies and literary theory to psychology, sociology and 

anthropology (Hatch & Schultz 2004). Concepts of identity vary from structurally 

oriented approaches (identity as fixed and stable) to action-oriented approaches (identity 

as malleable and fluid) (Alvesson et al. 2008; Kreiner, Hollensbe & Sheep 2006; 

Kärreman & Alvesson 2001). Stets & Burke (2003, 132, 135) talk about multiple 

identities as the meanings one has as a role holder, as a group member or as a person. 

Thus, what it means to be for example a friend, a colleague or a father forms the content 

of our identities. Furthermore, “most interaction is not between whole persons but 

between aspects of persons having to do with their roles and memberships in particular 

groups or organizations… Individuals are always acting in the context of a complex 

social structure out of which these multiple identities emerge.” Mischenko (2005, 213) 

writes that “we are bombarded by many conflicting discourses, a kaleidoscope of 

rationales, which undermine any certain, fixed or stable sense of self. As the kaleidoscope 

turns many alternative identities potentially, temporarily come into being”. 

 

In a similar vein, Ryan & Deci (2003, 253-254; see also Alvesson 1998) see that 

identities are acquired over time, deriving their origins and meanings from interaction 

with social groups and organizations surrounding people. By acquiring they refer to the 

non-existence of identities of newborns; “infants are not yet defined in terms of 

institutional affiliations, self-representations, and social roles by which others recognize 

them”. But once identities are adopted, they play a significant role in the organization and 

regulation of our everyday lives. Additionally, the identity formation never ends. 

Basically, identity development helps to secure, maintain and solidify people’s 

connectedness to different social groups. Identity acquirement provides us a way to fit 

into social contexts, as we adopt roles, beliefs and practices recognized and appreciated 
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by others. By adopting certain identities we can for example fulfill the needs for 

competence and autonomy, or gain power over others.  

 

It is good to note that people do not “passively or latently have this or that identity… they 

work up and work to this or that identity, for themselves and others, there and then, either 

as an end in itself or towards some other end” (Antaki & Widdicombe 1998, 2). As 

Schwartz (2004, 121) puts it, “having an identity is a status that is always in question”. 

Identity is not something to be taken for granted, but more likely an achievement, a 

project or even a problem; it is affected by the interpretations of and negotiations with 

others’ behavior and expectations (Alvesson et al. 2008; Collin 1996). We assume 

different identities in different situations at different times (Deaux & Major 1987), and 

according to Kerfoot & Knights (1998, 8) our being is “in a perpetual flux and 

impermanence”. Identities could as well be called as particular types of self-constituting 

narratives (cf. Brown 2001). With identity work, that is, by forming, maintaining, 

strengthening, repairing or revising our identity constructions, we aim at achieving 

feelings of strong and coherent self (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003; Alvesson 1998; 

Alvesson & Billing 1997).  

 

Czarniawska-Joerges (2004, 409; Cameron 2003; Sunderland & Litosseliti 2002) argues 

that identity “is created by individuals’ interactions with the social environment, with all 

its rules, institutions, values, and, above all, language”. Larger historical and cultural 

formations shape our understandings of ourselves. They provide us with identity 

vocabularies, pressures, norms and solutions in subtle and indirect ways (Alvesson et al. 

2008). Our identities are at least partially socially constructed, they cannot develop only 

internally, in a vacuum or without interaction with others (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001). 

Specifically, language is the construction place of our subjectivity, our sense of selves, 

and different selves are produced in and through the linguistic exchanges with others 

(Richardson 2003; Burr 1995). Watson (2008, 127) argues that “whenever identity work 

is done there is an element of working on the ‘external’ identity of the person, alongside 

the shaping of the ‘internal’ aspects of personal identity”. Lämsä & Sintonen (2001, 206) 

argue that “there are no identities of individuals in stable form across time, but instead 
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they are dependent on linguistic practices to make sense of their own and others’ action”. 

We construct our subjectivity and our sense of self through discourses (Simpson & Lewis 

2005).  

 

“A traditional answer to what makes [human] distinctive and therefore provides [his/her] 

identity is that [he/she] has a self; whereas, machines and animals do not”. Identity as a 

classification that identifies is closely associated with two issues: 1) how to distinguish 

between public and private identity, and 2) how to convey identity to others. (Albert & 

Whetten 2004, 94) Brewer & Gardner (2004) argue that person’s sense of unique identity 

that is somehow differentiated from others forms the individuated, or personal, self-

concept. In addition, we need a relational, or social, self that derives from our 

relationships to others and to social groups. As well, each individual has a role in the 

identity formation of others; “in constructing self through interaction with others, the 

individual is also constructing society” (Collin 1996, 12). Apart from that, identity work 

is also “concerned with how the images and representations (physical, symbolic, verbal, 

textual and behavioural) become imbued with meaning and are taken as being part of 

one’s identity” (Beech 2008).  

 

Hearn (2002, 40) writes that identity “stands at the intersection of self-perception and the 

perception of others”. Thus, there are always two parties to the identity, and if the self 

changes, the others must change as well (e.g. person’s career aspirations vs. 

organization’s willingness to react to them) (Hall et al. 2002).  

 

Brewer & Gardner (2004, 68) have outlined the current literature on the social self and 

the distinguished levels of self representations (table 11). 
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TABLE 11. Levels of representation of the self (Brewer & Gardner 2004, 68) 

 
Level of analysis Self-concept Basis of self-evaluation Frame of reference Basic social motivation
Individual Personal Traits Interpersonal Self-interest

comparison
Interpersonal Relational Roles Reflection Other's benefit
Group Collective Group prototype Intergroup Collective welfare

comparison  
 

The personal self is the differentiated, individuated self-concept. The relational self refers 

to the self-concept derived from role relationships and connections with significant 

others. The collective self, occurring at the group level, corresponds to the social identity. 

This categorization of the self refers to the different levels of inclusiveness; the shift of 

self from ‘I’ to ‘we’, and its’ consequences to the self-concept, the nature of social 

motivation, and the frame of reference of evaluating self-worth. “At each level of self-

representation, these opposing forces [individuation from others and assimilation with 

others]… create a dynamic equilibrium that fluctuates with changes in the distance 

between the self and others.” (Brewer & Gardner 2004, 68-69, 76) Other people confirm, 

support or disrupt our different identity claims (Alvesson & Billing 1997).  

 

The postmodern perspective sees that “a person’s sense of self, or subjectivity, develops 

and thus changes through involvement in discursive practices” (Helms Mills 2003, 126). 

Our sense of self is understood to be fluid, multiple, fragmented, contested and shifting 

(Simpson & Lewis 2005; Litosseliti 2002). Leap (2003, 403-404) argues that “the 

identities which are displayed and confirmed through story-telling and conversation may 

be reflections of personal desire. But the textual details which give ‘voice’ to those 

identities position those voices within systems of reference and meaning which are 

socially, not just personally, constructed”. For Harding (2003, 163) the self is “a 

discursive construction that draws upon multiple discourses in its process of formation 

and reformation: each of us is multiple selves”. Thus for example one’s managerial self is 

not an essentialized entity formed only out of management discourse.  
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According to Jacques (1997, 81-82), the dominant identity belongs to those “who can 

look at their identity as fitting the social norm”. Those with marginal identities “are 

judged with reference to their deviance from or conformity to another identity”. 

However, the dominance does not need the desire to dominate; rather, the dominance lies 

“in the structuring of social interaction”.  

 

Social identity is of importance not only in understanding one’s self-concept and in self-

definition, but in how others view us. Belonging to a certain social group does not self-

evidently mean that the members of the group accept and incorporate the stereotypical 

values, attitudes, goals and other attributes associated with that particular group. From the 

outsiders’ view, the situation is different. Outsiders will attribute the perceived typical 

characteristics of the group to its’ individuals and interact with them on that basis. 

(Mighty 1997) According to Kosmala & Herrbach (2006, 1394), “individual identity is 

no longer ‘passively’ derived from one’s position in the social space; rather it is the 

responsibility of each individual to reflect upon how they choose to exist in a historically 

and culturally specific time”.  

 

The standpoint of identity in my research is that individuals have different identities that 

are discursively constructed. According to for example Wodak (2003), they depend on 

context, audience, setting, topic, etc. This makes identities dynamic, vulnerable, 

fragmented and ambivalent. As Antaki & Widdicombe (1998) argue, identities are used 

in talk; they belong to the routines of everyday life and appear in everyday interaction.  

 

6.1.1 Gender(ed) identity 

 

“Our first mark of identity is by gender.” 
(Gergen 2003, 67) 

 

The construction of self is of prime importance in determining individual positioning 

(Crompton 2006). However, gender has a central role in it. “Identity is, of course, heavily 

gendered as perhaps nothing is so crucial as gender for one’s self-definition and others’ 
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inclination to fix a person in a social category” (Alvesson 1998, 990; see also Aaltio-

Marjosola 2001; Abrams 1989; Marshall 1984). But, as Stoller (1968, italics in original) 

stated already decades ago, “with gender difficult to define and identity still a challenge 

to theoreticians, we need hardly insist on the holiness of the term ‘gender identity’”.  

 

As people try to make the world a predictable and orderly place, they use a variety of 

strategies to achieve that. By using and maintaining social categories they explain the 

way people behave. The decision how to behave toward others in social interactions is 

generally based on gender cues. It is crucial for us, whether we are interacting with a 

woman or a man. In interaction, both sex and gender are intertwined. There are unwritten 

codes of gender that are referred to as normal, and of which we are often unaware unless 

they are violated by acting differently than expected. (Crawford & Unger 2000; see also 

Ridgeway & Correll 2004) Thus, gender as a social identity is a strong marker, not only 

for the individual who experiences it first-hand, but also for the observers (Kottke & 

Agars 2005). Ely & Padavic (2007, 1130) argue that for a woman (and similarly for a 

man), gender identity “develops from the stories she tells herself about what it means to 

be female, how being female shapes who she is, and how it influences what happens to 

her”, grappling with the ideals enshrined in culture.  

 

A number of feminist theories subscribe to the understanding that women construct their 

own lives, but in the expense of certain determinant conditions that may be 

disadvantageous for them (Bradshaw & Wicks 1997).  The interaction with the dominant 

points of view shapes our perspectives of society and of ourselves. “Female experience 

can offer a substantially different approach to the understandings of self, relations with 

others, strategies of power, and practices of organizations.” (Maier 1997, 231) However, 

“managing gender identity will continue to be a challenge for women, as long as they are 

a minority in the corporate world” (Symons 1986, 387). 

 

“Individuals have many social identities that may be donned or shed, muted or made 

more salient, depending on the situation… But we are always women or men.” Thus “our 

identificatory displays will provide an ever-available resource for doing gender under an 
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infinitely diverse set of circumstances”. (West & Zimmerman 1987, 139) Kerfoot & 

Knights (1998, 11, 21) talk about “the dynamic constitution of gender identity”, where 

identity and subjectivity are considered to be in a constant process, always ‘becoming'. 

But as self is fractured and multiple, there is no one way for masculinity or femininity, or 

to realize one’s true self . 

 

Although a person would not identify strongly with being female or male, this does not 

suggest that her/his gender is not important in how other people relate to her/him; 

“gender identity can affect life experiences whether one self-identifies by gender or not”. 

This reflects the idea of social identity theory: “individuals tend to classify themselves 

and others into social categories and… these classifications have a significant effect on 

human interaction”. (Nkomo & Cox 1996, 339, 341; see also Skevington & Baker 1989) 

Categorization not only operates as a cognitive tool for making sense of our social 

environment, but also as a device for reflexive identification in relation to the social 

environment (Kärreman & Alvesson 2001).  

 

There is no single agreement on how to best conceptualize gender identity (Weatherall & 

Gallois 2003). Gender forms and is formed by emotions, ideology, habitual ways to 

behave and act, body concepts, and concepts of self (Kotthoff & Baron 2001). In brief, 

one’s gender identity is “one’s sense of oneself as a man or woman” (Korabik 1999, 16). 

But gender identity is not only a social category to which individual belongs, but also a 

verbal category (Weatherall & Gallois 2003), defined through discourses. Gherardi & 

Poggio (2001) argue that gender identity is constructed in comparison activities, where 

male and female are positioned and perceived as alternative categories. Thus, identity is 

constructed through difference; as I belong to category X, I cannot belong to category Y.  

 

A simple answer to the question ‘who am I?’ cannot be given from the viewpoint of 

gender. Ely (1995, 591) sees gender identity to be one aspect of social identity; thus for 

example women’s gender identity “is the meaning women attach to their membership in 

the category ‘female’”. Identification with this category can be positive, negative or 

ambivalent, depending on the nature and salience of comparative distinctions between 
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women and men in a given setting. These in turn affect the attributions they give to 

groups and to themselves. Wodak (2003, 676) claims that “gender – while constructed in 

the specific interaction in a specific way – is always out there”, and ultimately we are 

always perceived as men or women. Individuals have a range of possibilities to enact 

their gender roles and gender classification directs, consciously or subconsciously, the 

interaction and behavior of people in many contexts. Still, the possibilities are limited by 

what other people agree to, allow or accept (Edley 2001).  

 

Ridgeway & Correll (2004, 516) argue that most often, gender works as a background 

identity: “It operates as an implicit, cultural/cognitive presence that colors people’s 

activities in varying degrees but that is rarely the ostensible focus of what is going on in 

the situation”.  

 

Olsson & Walker (2004, 250) found in their study that “women’s identity work involves 

shifting, relational and frequently contradictory discursive constructions”. For Mainiero 

& Sullivan (2006), confidence-building process is the cornerstone of one’s work identity. 

 

Gender is not a simple property of individuals, but an integral dynamic of social orders 

(West & Zimmerman 1987). When outlining my theoretical framework, I have absorbed 

influences from the discursive psychology, which considers gender to be an 

accomplishment and product of social interaction, and where language in its’ own right is 

the object of study. Talk and social interaction make things happen and construct our 

social world. As is with doing gender -perspective, the discursive psychological 

perspective sees identity as something that is done in everyday interaction, and not just as 

something people are. (Weatherall & Gallois 2003) 
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6.1.2 Managerial identity work at work 

 

“Managerial self should mirror [the teachings of textbooks] in that it has a head but no 
body, is culture rather than nature, mind rather than body, rational rather than 

emotional.” 
(Harding 2003, 179) 

 

Identities are formed and reformed in a variety of negotiations in everyday life of 

organizations. Everyday communication constantly maintains, changes and constructs 

reality and identity of the members of the organization (Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001). 

Höpfl & Matilal (2007, 203) argue that “men are frequently able to construct a notion of 

self that denies differences, pluralities, contradictions and ambivalence by centring their 

constructions of the idea of a work-self, a professional identity or an occupational notion 

of selfhood, on the expectations of what a leader might do and say. This construction 

allows contradictions and ambiguities to be ignored, subsumed or denied. Women’s 

opportunity to assemble a construction of self is more difficult because of a fundamental 

ambivalence in the imaginery. In order to succeed and become accepted as an ‘equal’ a 

woman must subsume the feminine. Of course, everyday observation would inform us 

that some women exploit the feminine to achieve their own ends but they can only do this 

by the same gesture of subordination to male expectation. So, whereas the encultured 

images of what might be termed male leadership offers opportunities to combine aspects 

of self in such a way that a man may assume authorship for a relatively coherent self, and 

project himself as a leader, this is not the case for women”. 

 

The identity of manager and the essence of management are not predetermined. An 

individual is not an autonomous actor with a strong and distinct identity. (Aaltonen & 

Kovalainen 2001) Harding (2003, 81, 206, 209) argues that “the manager is a category of 

worker that is more attuned than most, I would suggest, to the subordination of identity to 

the requirements of work”. She describes managers as pieces of work, publicly displayed 

in an art gallery; managers have to maintain a self-image of themselves as managers. This 

self-image, or managerial self, is in constant construction and reconstruction, and thus 
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incomplete. Watson, (2007, 135) for his part, asks “to what extent is a ‘managerial 

identity’ part of what we become as a person if we occupy a managerial role in a work 

organization and to what extent is it a characterization of a type of individual to be found 

in novels, newspapers or workplace conversations?”. There is always a self dimension 

and a social category dimension to all human identities.  

 
It is argued that in the boundaryless career era, one’s identity develops in terms of skills 

and competencies rather than in terms of organization. Thus individuals identify 

themselves more with the work they do and less with any particular organization, and 

social networks outplay organizations as individuals’ salient sources of identification. 

The opened career boundaries also require opening of identity boundaries. The challenge 

is in the integration of all the stimuli and experiences provided by boundarylessness into 

one’s sense of self. For some, unpredictability and insecurity of work environments may 

result to fragmentation of identity, even to loss of identity. For others, this only means 

freedom to explore new identities and form richer senses of themselves. (Mirvis & Hall 

1994)  

 

Watson (2008, 122) writes that “in organizations, people are required to take on various 

corporate personas. These personas are likely to differ from the ones that they adopt in 

other parts of their lives and, indeed, may come into tension with them”. He further 

argues that in the challenging and changing contexts, managers are indeed the ones who 

just cannot be themselves at work, as they are the representatives of the corporations, and 

they must present themselves as authoritative, knowledgeable and in control.  Every 

manager, every human being, has to work on his/her identity all the time. 

 

Carroll & Levy (2008, 90) argue that “a leadership identity currently confers more 

esteem, status and significance than a management one”. However, in practice leadership 

is seen as abstract, intangible and difficult to grapple, whereas management appears as 

boring and mundane.  
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Watson (2008, 128) proposes the following identity work model “to understand the 

relationship between the discursive aspects of social life and people’s personal 

involvement in identity creation” (figure 5). 

 

 
Figure 5. A ‘three step’ view of the relationship between managerial and other discourses 

and self-identities (Watson 2008, 128) 

 

Watson (2008, 128-129, 131, italics in original) argues that the model “recognizes social-

identities as focal elements within the discourses to which people make reference in their 

identity work”. He claims further that “elements of discourse are personified in the form 

of ‘social-identities’ in a way which makes them meaningful, accessible, and appealing or 

unappealing to the individual, and in a way that the abstractions of a ‘discourse’ could 

not”. The identity work between social-identities (cultural, discursive or institutional 

notions of what or who any individual is) and self-identities (individual’s own notion of 

what and who s/he is) is reciprocal. Individuals make inputs into social-identities by 

interpreting and even modifying “the role given to them in the ‘script’ of any given 

social-identity”.  

 

As Marshall & Wetherell (1989, 125) argue, ”there is no one ’true’ representation of self 

and identity. At any given moment there will be varying possibilities for self-

construction; the individual is thus fragmented as a result... Variations in self-

representation will have different consequences and ideological implications”.  

 

A multiplicity 
of socially 
available 
DISCOURSES 
including 
various 
managerial  
discourses 

A multiplicity 
of socially  
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SOCIAL- 
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various 
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Identity work 

SELF-IDENTITY 
(varying from  
manager to  
manager in the 
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managerial 
social-identities) 
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7 INTERPRETING WOMEN MANAGERS  
 

In the empirical part I analyze how women managers construct their gendered managerial 

identities through the meaning making of managerial career, management, and gender. I 

start my empirical analysis of women managers’ talk with descriptions given to careers, 

then proceed into the meanings given to management, and discuss how gender is 

constructed, both in the domain of managerial careers and in the depictions of gender in 

general. This all leads to formulations how the interviewees understand their managerial 

identities. 

 

Of course, there is not a single interpretive truth; the interpretations are my constructions 

(cf. Denzin & Lincoln 2003a) and the readings I am offering are only a few among many 

possible readings (cf. Rhodes 2000; see also Burr 1995). As Aaltio (2002, 201) puts it, 

“the interviewed people tell us about issues as they see them, and we interpret their 

stories in various ways”. I see the interview situations rather as information sharing than 

as truth searching (see Thurlow et al. 2005). Furthermore, as Gergen (1991, 16) argues, 

the truths about ourselves are constructions of particular moments, “true only for a given 

time and within certain relationships”. Additionally, although I have four broad themes 

under examination – career, management, gender and identity – I can only cover a 

fraction of each of them in this writing. Thus, the stories and tales I am about to tell are of 

course selected, as the interview material I have is extensive. Within the limits set for 

dissertations, much of the material remains outside this analysis (see chapter 2.3.3). And, 

finally, treating the chosen themes as individual entities proved to be impossible from the 

very beginning, and as will be seen, they inevitably intertwine.  

 

Before going deep into the matter, it is worth noting that, despite all the talk about social 

constructs, there are always sorts of pre-concepts, concepts that are used “as tools in 

making sense of the object of research, no matter which way it is approached in the first 

place” (Alasuutari 1995, 68). Spending many years examining theories on gender and 
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management have inevitably left imprints to my mental schemas that treacherously affect 

my thinking and writing, and unconsciously lock me into certain patterns.  

 

The more I proceeded with my research, the more the ideas of poststructuralism (together 

with interpretivism) attracted me. I like the poststructuralist notion of language that “the 

meanings carried by language are never fixed, always open to question, always 

contestible, always temporary… [language] is a site of variability, disagreement and 

potential conflict”. This has major implications for understanding identity, as language is 

seen as the primary site of the construction of a person. (Burr 1995, 39, 41)  

 

DiPalma & Ferguson (2006, 137) write about understanding as a research activity as 

follows. “’Understanding’ is an interpretive approach that also usually relies upon a 

stable relation between language and the world it conceives… This approach analyzes 

available interpretive possibilities, articulates contesting cultural contexts, and contrasts 

one interpretation with another… This approach is good at contesting the prevailing 

stories with counter-stories, with creating alternative accounts of things.” Kincheloe & 

McLaren (2000, 285-286) argue that “the quest for understanding is a fundamental 

feature of human existence, as encounter with the unfamiliar always demands the attempt 

to make meaning, to make sense”.  

 

If the stories told to me are true or not, is not important (i.e. I am not seeking the Truth). 

What is intriguing is the way they are told and what is told in the first place. However, 

the voice in the stories is, after all, my voice, as I translate the subjects’ voices into my 

interpretations (cf. Gergen & Gergen 2003a). So, through my voice, welcome to the 

worlds of Alex, Camilla, Daphne, Electra, Gloria, India, Jess, Kendra, Maggie, Olivia, 

Rachel, Sally and Vivian37.   

 

                                                 
37 The names are, of course, fictitious.  
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7.1 ‘Under the lucky stars’: what are women managers’ careers 

made of? 

 

In this chapter I examine how women managers conceptualize and make sense of their 

own careers, that is, construct their managerial careers.  Career making and images 

related to it were discussed fairly profoundly with all the interviewees. In the first 

interview round, the meanings given to careers and career making were under inspection. 

In the second interview round, I asked the interviewees to imagine their careers from a 

metaphorical point of view, and explain the metaphors they possibly came up with the 

understandings they related to their own careers.  

 

It is argued that the subjective sides of careers are studied little, as they cannot be 

approached with the nomothetic forms of research that are typical for the Western science 

(Collin 1998). For Adamson (1997, 252), “adopting an approach to the study of careers 

which specifically focuses on participants’ own talk serves to add richness to our 

understanding of the subjective career”. Furthermore, Cohen et al. (2004, 411) write that 

“in our quest to understand how individuals understand career and account for their 

careers, a consideration of how people talk about their careers is important”. Ensher et al. 

(2002) argue that specifically women’s career experiences have not been researched 

extensively.  

 

As put by Coupland (2004), discourse analytic methodologies applied to career research 

enable us to approach careers in a fresh way, as they have the potential to unveil 

alternatives to dominant understandings. Careers can be explored as multi-faceted, 

comprising both commonsense understandings and particular speaker’s orientations. It is 

also noteworthy that “multiple truths exist in the way in which people construct their 

perceptions… about their working experiences” (Blustein et al. 2004, 424).  

 

“You can choose… You navigate your own career, creating a new path when and where 

you feel it is right, you select whichever direction you wish to pursue and feel capable in 

reaching personal development. Moreover, you define your success.” (Baruch 2004, 61) 
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This argument makes me a bit uncomfortable. Let me explain why as I move on to 

examine the concepts the interviewed women managers hold on their careers. The 

meanings they gave to careers are gathered in figure 6. As Inkson (2004, 97, italics in 

original) argues, “each of us… has our personal lens through which to look at careers, our 

own image of what a career is”.  

 
  

FIGURE 6. Meanings of careers (the first interview round) 

 

All these understandings stem from the first round of the interviews. What surprised me 

was the resemblance of these understandings. Furthermore, what is intriguing in the 

descriptions all the interviewees use is that career making is seen to be very passive, that 

is, the interviewees do not emphasize their own role at all (see e.g. Billing & Alvesson 

2000; Kerfoot & Knights 1999; cf. Cameron 1992). The linguistic choices they make 

when telling about their careers reflect very non-personal and passive attitudes towards 

career making. It is as if they have no influence of their own, but their careers are either 

drifting/adrift

right place, right time

luck

lead a charmed life/stars have smiled on me

things have clicked into placeI have not aspired myself/I was asked

doors have opened 

opportunity emerged

not determined/purposeful 
good timing 

no lobbying

sum of happenstances

meeting the right people 

other people have encouraged

things are put forward 
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led by some invisible hand or by other people. What is noteworthy as well is that only 

one of the interviewees emphasizes organization’s role38 in career making (cf. the 

theoretical discussions of careers being the interplay between individuals and 

organizations that is reflected for example in psychological contracts, see e.g. Miles & 

Snow 1996; Inkson 1995; Rousseau 1995; Schein 1978). She is also the only one whose 

talk differs significantly from the other interviewees’ talk.  In the following I will 

extensively go through the interviewees’ career talk by using quotes and reflecting them 

to the theoretical discussions.  

 

Rachel told the following, when I asked her if she recognizes any kind of methodicalness 

in her work history. Not really, there is, as I said, everything has happened so speedily I 

think, specifically [in the current organization]. Well, [in the previous organization] as 

well, also there I proceeded, maybe the circumstances influenced that, there was the 

situation that they needed someone to take responsibility in some situation and it is, 

perhaps it has been for me somehow naturally clear that ok, I can do that then. And, I do 

not know how I could describe it, maybe my way of doing things is such, I get excited 

easily and I take part in everything… I have been ready to do everything. And I think it is 

awfully nice to learn everything new. And then if there has been a situation that the 

challenges should grow and, either you have to apply for, or something is offered, then 

after a short reflection I have always thought that if something comes up, then I cannot 

miss it. That is something that I cannot give up, that I would regret it later that I did not 

try it.  

 

She later elaborated her answer, when I asked her to think about the meaning of career 

that what could it be? Somehow it is such an ambiguous word that, just what came out in 

my previous answer, that, that I do not think about it that way that now I am climbing the 

stairs to the heaven, that it is not that way essential for me that I should have some 

position or title. Working as such is primarily important. That somehow, I am awfully 

work oriented, I have even sometimes struggled with myself, when there has been lots of 

challenges, that I can separate between life at home and life at work, and take my own 

                                                 
38 Of course, this issue touches primarily paid-managers, not owner-managers.  
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time as well. That somehow, I always feel that, and surely many others feel like that too, 

but that I define myself a lot through my work. Not so much through the title, but through 

the work and what I do. For Rachel, career is indeed about the work one does, and she 

considers herself to be very work oriented. However, she does not see any 

methodicalness in her career moves; she has seized the opportunities offered to her as 

they just cannot be left unused.  

 

Olivia sees no methodicalness in her career moves either. No. Just to say, I have really 

just, so to say, drifted. After the upper secondary school, to be honest I had no idea what 

was it I wanted to do. And then I just read the books what one could study. And then I 

thought that languages are never useless, that you can, they are always of use. Just, just 

through chances. That I have not, and I still do not know what I want to be when I grow 

up. I have problems with, I am a bit, well, I live in cycles, that it takes certain time to do 

something and then I feel like changing it, that not very, I cannot plan that next 50 years 

or 20 years or even 10 years I would do the same thing. That is not, it does not fit, so that 

I really have just drifted, and then happened to be in the right place in the right time. It is 

a little bit like that. Olivia’s talk resembles the understanding of Gabriel et al. (2000, 226) 

that “the old formula of a job for life, or a career practicing one particular kind of 

expertise, no longer applies”.  

 

Sally sees the methodicalness in career to be a question of one’s characteristics. No, not 

really. No. I mean characteristics we all have right when we were born and that has its’ 

own implications. And the characteristics however are perhaps some sort of going 

forward and doing things as well as you just can do them. That is, to try your best when 

doing things, not gnashingly but happily smiling and giving a laugh. I never take things 

to be, that they are deadly serious, you survive everything. So that kind of career 

planning has not, natural, inborn, maybe that kind of, certain kind of inclination to 

gravitate towards certain kinds of situations, yes. I have to admit now that I have started 

to think about myself… When she talks about her managerial position, she states that I 

have not aspired anywhere, this has come and now you do this as you have ended up into 

this, and get into this, you have to say that get into this as well.   
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However, there are contradictions in the interviewees’ career talk. As an example, 

Daphne talks about her career making as follows. I have not aspired at, it is pretty much, 

I have not aspired at managerial or that kinds of positions, doors have just always 

opened to me, an opportunity has opened up.  That determinedly I have not in that way, 

that I want to be a manager. That kind of, that has not existed. But maybe I have thought 

that then I can influence the direction where this ship is going… Yes that nothing, nothing 

like that, moving from one position to another, has not existed… You do not always have 

to think about a career, that you should proceed in some elevator, to ever higher 

positions. This sounds very familiar taking into account the previous quotes, as career 

making as such is not admitted.  

 

A bit later she then states: The previous manager, I thought that he will be here forever, 

that he is not going anywhere. That my career is there, in the damn [lower position]. He 

took and left… In the right time, I had just finished [a degree]. There were no chances 

unless he left. How come it happened. Yes. And now [everything that has come along with 

this position], all things. Everything has just opened up. Yes, I think that they have just 

opened up. Daphne’s statement that my career is there, in the damn [lower position] 

echoes some sort of dissatisfaction; she would not have been contented with a lower 

position, although there were no opportunities for promotion. But things just 

miraculously sorted out and an opportunity opened up. Interestingly, later she totally 

fluently talks about arranging other people’s career paths. Now I have, to encourage and 

to motivate others, you know to see possibilities in this. That they are, there are a varity 

of possibilities. And try to get someone to become inspired of something and things like 

that. They are absolutely wonderful in this, to arrange them sort of, those very career 

paths. With her talk, Daphne first distances herself from career making, but feels it to be 

close to her at least in the form of arranging career paths to other people.  

 

Another example from Alex tells about the conflicting feelings towards career making, as 

well. I have drifted into [this] and that way I have been in the right place in the right 

time… But I guess somewhere in the subconscious there has been a very upward going 

career plan, that you want to make progress, you want to succeed, that that has existed. 
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And then, then I am a very target oriented person, very target oriented and determined 

when going towards the targets. That I, I need to set targets to myself. I draw [a map] to 

myself what I want… So in that way I am, but maybe it is not, yes in some way it is career 

planning, but that, but not in a way that I would say that I, concretely and systematically 

I want to be in this position and this, that has not existed. It has just, but funneled in some 

specific way, subconsciously, partly consciously. Later she also confesses that a human 

being should not be this career oriented.  

 

Camilla approaches the career concept a bit differently. [The question] how I have ended 

up here, well perhaps, somehow the certain kind of going forward, pretty, not very 

methodical change of jobs, but sort of that way, orientating towards new paths, little by 

little, has always been, always a sort of, what you can now when looking back, can be, 

can be observable. And then my close ones tell about it. When I asked her how she 

conceptualizes career, she told that it is awfully difficult to define, of course if I could 

google now, how to conceptualize career, but, well career – it [consists of] different kinds 

of, if you think about an upward going career, then I guess it is, it consists of sequential 

employment, an entity, where, that creates new, new challenges that develop your own 

skills and then, a bit a spiral-like system. That is how I perceive it that it somehow takes 

you upwards. Yes, in my own head I think, if we talk about a career, of course it could be 

a downward career development, but somehow when talking about a career you perceive 

it to be, when you look at it from a personal level, what you have done earlier, and you 

perceive visually it to be somehow, that from that step you climbed to that step and then 

you turned that way and then you went forwards again and a little bit upwards.  

 

The expressions Camilla uses (if we talk about a career, when talking about a career) 

gives me an impression that theoretically speaking a career should be like this, going 

upwards (see e.g. Baruch 2004; Gunz et al. 2002; Wajcman 1998; Adamson 1997; White 

1995; Kanter 1977). This also reflects the masculine understandings of career (see e.g. 

Maninero & Sullivan 2006; Baruch 2004; Reitman & Schneer 2003; MacDermid et al. 

2001; Schein 1978). She clearly examines the concept of career from a more analytical 

level than the other interviewees, in the sense that she leans on her knowledge on career 
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theorizing. However, when we later discussed her being a manager and the factors that 

have affected that, she returned to the same paths as other interviewees by stating that 

these things take place perhaps always by happenstance. That is, an opportunity opened 

up… and other people strengthened the thoughts, so that I then had courage to do this.  

 

The above used quotes are those of paid-managers. The differences in the career talk of 

the paid-managers and owner-managers occur specifically in how they have come to be 

managers; as entrepreneurs the position of a manager has fallen on them naturally. The 

following talk of Electra, an owner-manager, in many respects echoes the same kinds of 

constructions given to careers as the talk of paid-managers. It has been pretty clear… I 

had the alternative to go and study. But then it took place at the same time sort of that I 

chose to be an entrepreneur… and then this thing came up, so I thought that I will study 

what is needed in the future. But then, I absolutely wanted to be an entrepreneur, that is 

clear, that has been clear. But the career plan, I think, has been the sum of 

happenstances. I do not know, one of my favourite slogans is that when you have courage 

to dream, the dreams come true, so that you have to have courage to tell yourself what 

you want and what you do not want, what you want from your heart, and then. I think 

that then things just start to go right, and you are in the right place in the right time, and 

you meet right kind of people, so that I do not really, I am awfully bad, really sort of, sort 

of, or I am good at planning, but I think that these plannings have to have half of, at least, 

this mental side. And of course then that you mark certain dates and that kinds of things, 

that by that date I want this and this to happen. So that no, not with just by dreaming. For 

Electra, career could even be thought of as a calling (see Hall & Chandler 2005); it could 

be said that she is pursuing “the path with a heart” (Hall et al. 2002, 161; Mirvis & Hall 

1994). 

 

A little bit of another kinds of understandings can be heard in India’s talk. She tells that 

career planning has actually come now, along with [the current firm]. That I have started 

to try to control my own life. I have this vision what I want to be [by certain year], and 

how I spend my holidays and almost that with whom and where. And then, then I have 

certain kinds of visions that extend to even longer that if I want, am I satisfied with me 
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having only [the current firm]. And how I want this to be then and what I expect from this 

[firm]. And from myself as well. So yes, I have [made plans]. And that has indeed come 

during the last few years. This suggests that career making is in fact about taking your 

life into your own hands; it is about managing your own career (cf. Baruch 2004; Arnold 

2001; Sturges 1999; Schein 1987). This also presents the idea that career making is 

alright after you have found your own place. Curiously, she then contends that I mean 

everybody always wonders, outsiders that is, they, outsiders, who are anyway in close 

interaction with me, that they wonder that how come I have such a good, is it luck or 

what, how come I was just born under such lucky stars. Or that things just happen really, 

things just click into their places… That things are just brought to me. Now, India 

constructs the outsiders to think that India herself has nothing to do with her success, but 

things happen without her having anything to do with them. Or is it that she presents 

herself to the outsiders as having nothing to do with her success? We also discussed the 

phenomenon of envy, of which she had experience (as well as many other interviewees). 

Could that have something to do with it that in the public she seems to be born under 

favourable stars, that she presents herself as only lucky, even to the persons who are close 

to her?  

 

As the final example of career talk, I present quotes from Maggie. She is the only one 

whose talk clearly has differences compared to other interviewees. I had a terrible drive 

to go somewhere and see… and I found this good springboard [in a large organization], 

I was given responsibility and they let me learn, I have always had a huge thirst for 

knowledge. And there you can really think about it as a career, it was so meteoric… And 

then there was this that if I can exist, if I do not have this career, because it was, it was so 

extremely important, I remember that I have looked at business cards, and the word 

manager or something like that was so terribly  important. That then the career making 

and the crazy climbing that it included, that was somehow important… that you are 

general director manager executive and everything, all superlatives in the same. When I 

asked her if there has been clear methodicalness in her moves, she stated that yes. Yes. 

Yes, and I remember [one occasion]… I met one of the mentors [in the organization] and 

I looked at her like ‘oh shit, someday I will be there’. However, she contrasts this by 
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saying that it was such a wild thought that you never really thought that it would come 

true. 

 

In this extract, Maggie conforms to the traditional understandings of a career (see e.g. 

Gunz et al. 2002; Wajcman 1998; Adamson 1997; White 1995; Kanter 1977). On the 

second interview round, Maggie came back to the theme and elaborated her career moves 

as follows. In the childhood, I had no ideas, nothing like what you can do, and not work 

so that you should create some career, you did not even think about anything like that. 

You just thought that the main thing is that you have a job. But that you had no clear idea 

of anything. That came while working [in a large organization], then came the 

objectives… and you learnt to set targets and all that. Then you had things like hey this is 

what I want to try and that is what I want to do. But [before that] I was just awfully 

happy that I got a job and had a chance to do different kinds of jobs and get money from 

somewhere that you were able to pay the bills, that was the basis.  

 

Interestingly, Maggie is the only one to actually discuss the role of the organization in her 

career history (see e.g. Miles & Snow 1996; Inkson 1995; Rousseau 1995; Schein 1978). 

Her talk gives the impression that working in a large organization has taught her to think 

career-wise. She tells that after the frenzy career making years I felt that now I have 

shown myself that hell, I can do anything if I just want to. In principle I believe that you 

can do anything if you just want to. But after that that kind of thirst has died… Then you 

realized how lonely this career making is. [For years] it was nothing but work… [After 

the career thirst years] it was like that you do not have to show to anybody else. Showing 

to oneself was accomplished. In the long run, the influence of the organization vanished 

and what mattered in the end was how she herself felt about her career (see e.g. Buttner 

2001; Sturges 1999; Arthur & Rousseau 1996; Powell & Mainiero 1992; Sheppard 1992), 

and that she had shown, above all, to herself. This could also be thought to reinforce her 

self-confidence (cf. Jacobson & Aaltio-Marjosola 2001).  

 

On the second round, I asked the interviewees to return their thoughts to their careers and 

further elaborate them in terms of a picture, a character, an animal or whatever just would 
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come to their mind as a metaphor of their careers. These metaphors, and what is meant 

with them, are gathered in the following table 12.  

 

TABLE 12. Career metaphors (the second interview round) 

 
Metaphor Explanations
ugly duckling no idea what to be and do when one grows up

huge development and career making
lioness give everything

target-oriented and challenging
a little entrepreneur living inside
need to succeed
'I know'

polymorphic row house clear directions
discursions possible

orienteering forms an entity retrospectively
mental growth development

learning
sea includes lots of currents and streams 

follow your own stream
cheetah willpower

determination
speed

Finnish horse long run
colourful courage to try various things
rodent makes it easily

lucky
works hard
stress tolerant

mother lioness (no explanation)
clear entity long history with the organization

steady progress  
 

Interestingly, some of the career metaphors the interviewees provided of themselves in 

the second interview round are very active (lioness, cheetah, Finnish horse) compared to 

the talk of the first interview round. This reinforces the argument that the conscious and 

unconscious, or rather recognized and unrecognized, levels do not necessarily coincide in 

their career talk. As well, all the interviewees were able to answer the question, which 

suggests that, after all, the understanding of one’s career is fairly strong, despite 

conforming to passivity. For example Alex elaborates her career in the second interview 

round as follows. And probably there has been that sort of need to succeed and need to 
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be a manager in the back of my head, as I said, it is impossible to anyone to lead me. I 

want to be the female lioness who, I know. 

 

When reflected the talk of the interviewees to the current understandings of careers, there 

are some interesting implications. I do not know if you can talk about boundaryless 

careers here really (see chapters 5.3 and 5.3.1). In case I would have asked the 

interviewees how they find the organizations in which they work to affect their careers, I 

might be able more fully to argue if the careers can be thought of as boundaryless or not. 

What complicates the reasoning is the heterogeneity of the interviewees, as they consist 

of both paid-managers and owner-managers. However, what the talk of the interviewees 

reveal is that the traditional career concept, that is, going upwards hierarchically, is not, at 

least it is not recognized, to be in the core. Rather, what appears to me as the most 

important thing is that one’s career must feel good (cf. Buttner 2001; Sturges 1999; 

Arthur & Rousseau 1996; Powell & Mainiero 1992; Sheppard 1992), it has to be 

internally meaningful for oneself. Thus, I agree with Alvarez (2000, 127) who states that 

“psychological dispositions will be more important than external organizational scripts”.  

 

Now, many writers argue that careers have become more individual-driven and are 

constructed subjectively (see e.g. Hall & Chandler 2005; Hall et al. 2002;  Arnold 2001; 

Adamson et al. 1998; Ellig & Thatchenkery 1996; Preston & Biddle 1994). I agree with 

Cohen et al. (2004) that careers are constituted by the actors themselves and in interaction 

with others. What is interesting in my interview material is the ratio between the 

interviewees’ own influence and the influence coming from outside. Many interviewees 

talk about careers in the way that makes me think that career making is fine if it is not 

personal in the sense that positions are actively sought up and applied for. You can make 

career plans and dream of progress and success, but the final push has to come from 

outside, that is, the self as explicitly active is not an option. (see specifically Kerfoot & 

Knights 1999)  

 

When looking at the career talk, do the understandings question the conventional 

concepts of what a viable career path is and what is acceptable career behavior? Do they 



 

 

162

question what is seen legitimate and valued? (cf. Cohen et al. 2004) I would argue that 

partly yes. Although the traditional images of careers as going upwards are still present to 

some extent, the passivity dimension (me as not active) totally surprised me. I will 

provide yet another example of the passivity talk. Daphne talks about how she thinks that 

one requisite for being a manager is the ability to open one’s mouth and bravely bring out 

one’s own views. If you would like to create a career as a manager, you should confine 

yourself to making definitions of policy and, louder, make the running. Yes, you have to 

learn to open your mouth, of course you have to have something to say. Yes and the 

ability to know how to say, that way, I feel that not until now I have that that I have 

courage to say things straight, when you see that something is important or is going 

wrong or is, so now I do open my mouth and go and talk to the CEO, if needed. But this 

did not exist before. You were so, I think this kind of shyness that no. And now you realize 

the route who you have to talk to. That is the number one thing, to realize what is the 

route through which to advance things…Maybe I have not realized that, you could have 

done that already for decades and take that sort of, role of a national opinion leader, and 

that I have not taken. I think, I have always thought that it comes automatically if I only 

do my work well [!]. Inkson & Arthur (2001; see also Parker 2002; Gabriel et al. 2000; 

Arthur et al. 1995; DeFillippi & Arthur 1994) talk about three knowings that are essential 

for one’s career capital. Of these, the importance of knowing-whom and knowing-how 

are reflected in Daphne’s talk; you have to know the route through which to advance 

things and who to talk to.  

 

More interestingly, in this quote Daphne also contrasts the active career making that she 

equates with what is real career making, and the passive career making that she equates 

with herself. It is as if she is saying that you should actively construct your career, but I 

have not done that. This is interesting also from the point of view of gender. For example 

Claes (1999, 438) argues that “there is a strong tendency for women to be externalizers 

(to feel that events affecting them are the result of luck or chance), whereas men are more 

likely to be internalizers (to feel that events are the result of their own actions)”. Daphne 

also leans on the competency discourse (see e.g. Marshall 2000; Burton 1992) when she 
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states that if only she does her work well, her actions will be rewarded (knowing-how, 

see Inkson & Arthur 2001). However, that has not happened.  

 

Daphne later continued her career talk and stated that I think my image [about career 

making] is a bit negative in the sense that in my opinion there are climbers whose only 

target is that [a certain position]. I guess there is some negative tone [in my 

understandings], that you should not aspire yourself but be the expert or so good that you 

will be noticed. But nothing like lobbying or something like that to advance your career… 

No short-cuts. Preferably through evidence. This passivity has puzzled me for years, as I 

encountered the same reluctance to talk about careers as something that are actively made 

already when writing my master’s thesis (see Lepistö 2002). After all, it is argued that the 

idea of careers is central in our modern culture and one of the most important facets in 

our lives (see e.g. Inkson & Arthur 2001; Gabriel et al. 2000; Arthur & Rousseau 1996; 

Inkson 1995).  

 

Pavlica & Thorpe (1998; see also Crowley-Henry & Weir 2007) compared Czech and 

British managers, both men and women, and found chance occurrences to be one view on 

constructing careers for both nationalities. Interestingly, they interpret this as 

powerlessness of the managers. Now, emphasizing the role of chance may have its’ roots 

in the negative images and connotations related to career making (e.g. career making as a 

selfish pursuit) (cf. Lepistö 2002; Pavlica & Thorpe 1998). For example Marshall (1984), 

in her study of British women managers, suggest that instead using concepts as career and 

ambition, new meanings should be developed that would be more compatible with 

women’s experiences. And strongly addressing the role of chance may not be that odd, 

after all. Mitchell et al. (1999) suggest that chance inevitably plays a major role in 

everyone’s career and no one can really claim that unpredictable events would not have 

affected the direction one’s career is going.  

 

I would argue that there indeed are two strong discourses present in the interviewees’ 

career talk. First, the interviewees conform to the passivity discourse (me as inactive): 

the interviewees do not present career making to be part of themselves, but rather see the 
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phases in their careers to be more of a result of happenstances. Curiously, active career 

making can however be linked to other people. I call the second discourse as recognition 

discourse, that is, what is and what is not recognized to be part of oneself. Next, I will 

move on to examine how the interviewees perceive themselves as managers.  

 

7.2 ‘This is no rocket science’: demystifying management and 

leadership 

 

As I believe that there is no one and only right way to manage or lead, and that there are 

no objective truths about management and leadership (cf. Ford 2005), I will start this 

section by exploring what kinds of understandings women managers convey about 

management and leadership in general, what management consists of for them (cf. 

Carroll & Levy 2008), and if they challenge the existing understandings what it is to 

be a manager (cf. Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003b; see also Kelly 2008). I am also 

interested to know what management means for the women managers I have interviewed, 

that is, what management is about for them, and why they have ended up being managers.  

 

Rachel tells that well maybe, frankly said, maybe there lives some sort of a, sort of a little 

boss inside me, who has from the very childhood enjoyed to arrange things and be in the 

forefront that now we do this way, now we do this way. I cannot deny that. That it is some 

sort of a built-in characteristic, at least in me, I do not know if this applies to many 

others. But that character – of course you have to be extrovert and you have to be active 

and sort of always ready to jump in everything, so – well, they are maybe the 

characteristics, but. Well, then I am a manager because an opportunity has encountered 

in the right situation that it has been possible for one to apply and to get into. Though 

from time to time I have, specifically when I came to this position, I thought that this may 

have come a bit too early… But that was the moment, so why not. Here, the passivity 

discourse is once again evident, although Rachel sees that there are some sort of 

managerial characteristics in her. When describing her characteristics, she talks about 

herself as active (I am like this, I am like that), but when describing why she is a 
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manager, she turns to passivity, by not reflecting the issue through herself but through an 

abstract actor (one applies, one gets into).  

 

When I asked Alex to specify reasons why she is a manager, she stated that freedom, 

respect, admiration, narcissism, of course narcissism, and well, freedom to do, to respect 

yourself, you get satisfaction from them, from work and from successes and achieving 

goals, it is madly satisfying. Then sort of a certain kind of social position and status is 

meaningful, to be honest. And money even, good salary, good salary, social status, 

satisfaction derived from the contents of the work, accomplishments, you are truly proud 

of that you have worked straightforwardly and ferociously and here we are. It gives 

satisfaction. That is why. I want to be a manager… Well, maybe the most important thing 

is after all, in some way, wait a minute, is it freedom, because I need to be  free, no one 

comes to boss around me and control me, I need to be, independence and freedom to do. I 

guess that is the most important thing to me, that independence and freedom to make 

decisions… If there is something I would decide differently, then I do not give up in them, 

I need to do independently, this is my baby and I manage this and that is it. So I guess the 

freedom is such, freedom to work independently. If we think about the images that are 

usually attached to feminine and masculine ways to manage, Alex appears as very 

masculine (cf. Eagly & Carli 2007; Duehr & Bono 2006; Vinnicombe & Singh 2002; 

Wood & Lindorff 2001; Maier 1999; Yammarino et al. 1997; Rosener 1990; Marshall 

1984). If we think about the wording she uses (madly satisfying, straightforwardly, 

ferociously, no one comes to boss around me and control me, I manage this), she again 

appears as very masculine (cf. Bartram 2005; Holmes & Stubbe 2003; Thimm et al. 2003; 

Litosseliti 2002; Claes 1999; Tannen 1994). As well, the traditional career rewards such 

as pay and status that are thought to be of more importance to men than to women, arise 

to the fore in Alex’s talk (see e.g. Baruch 2004; Simpson 1998; Adamson 1997). If we 

compare Alex to Mainiero & Sullivan’s (2006) kaleidoscope career model (see table 9), 

she appears as an alpha woman in the sense that she portraits herself as very determined, 

persistent, and challenge-seeking, and conveys strong career-centeredness. However, this 

again is in conflict with the passivity discourse she too conforms to in her career 

constructions.  
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Later, Alex however provides a contrasting image of herself. I think it is about ambition 

and that I can manage. I had come into my own that I can manage and I know. I would 

not have come to this head over heels if I had not known that I can manage in this. 

Although she still shows masculine assertiveness, what is often characteristic for women 

is also reflected in her talk. It is argued that women feel that they have to be 100 % sure 

that they can manage and succeed in whatever they are doing. Otherwise they do not even 

try to do that.  

 

In contrast to the talk of Rachel and Alex, who represent paid-managers, Gloria as an 

entrepreneur tells about her reasons to be a manager. Well that has only happened to me, 

I have just become a manager, and on the other hand, I have taken that management 

position, you have to put it that way too. That it [makes ] me a bit, or I do not like when 

some business managers tell that well, I am no manager and like that, I think it is a sort 

of avoiding the responsibility in that. When I asked her what is it that interests her in 

management, she said that as such it does not interest me that I should think that I would 

aspire to somewhere to be a manager, that I would like to have that position. This 

[position] has come with this work. But probably what I could say, I am good at, I am a 

bit of an organizer. In this, the managerial position itself remains distant, whereas it is the 

contents of the work (or what it allows one to do) that matter.  

 

For Kendra, management is no big thing but… Let us say that today, this is awfully easy 

this management… When we had [more people at work], then it required management in 

a totally different way and [back then] I was indeed surprised how much time human 

resource management required. Although [we did not have that many employees], it 

really was daily, you had to clarify something or ponder something, who wanted what… 

There was always something. That sometimes you felt that could this not just cool down a 

bit. And I myself, I was just training how to be a manager, and sort of you missed it, if 

now the situation were that, I would know how to take care of many things totally 

differently. In Kendra’s talk, the small size of the organization appears as a helpful factor 

in conducting everyday managerial tasks. However, she is the only one who directly 

considers the practice of management to be easy. In the course of time Kendra has surely 
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learnt the conducts of management, and become more secure with her own thoughts of 

management, or who she is in terms of management (cf. Schein 1987).   

 

There are some interesting contrasts in Vivian’s talk. When I first asked her how she had 

started to think about the possibility of being a manager, she said that well, I ended up 

there in the way that in the previous life, we had a managing director…and we worked 

closely together for years. And somehow it developed that when [this managing director] 

said that he [will not continue], I went that through with myself that if I want or not [to 

be the next managing director]. And then I decided that in fact I want to be. And I told 

him that if he has thought about [me being the managing director] and then that was it. 

When I asked her to further elaborate the factors behind her decision, she stated that I 

guess it was that we had really worked together for years, quite closely, and I somehow 

even felt that it was actually me who did the job and he just put his name into papers. And 

in many cases it was like this. I was also thinking that what will I do if I do not want, at 

least apply for the position, that what am I going to do then. That somehow I felt that I 

cannot return to be a so-called rank and file member. She later comments that I had to 

work hard in order to proceed this thing and to take care of my duties… I have not made 

a fuss about it that I am a manager, in general…and somehow you had to work 

surprisingly hard to earn the position here… if you come from outside then maybe it is 

easier authority-wise… But I have not had any problems with it, you just have to be 

aware of it yourself and try to live with it and try to show with your work and actions that 

this is how things are.  

 

Daphne raises an interesting question in relation to how to act as a leader. The most 

concrete and striking of the challenges for her has been how to really ‘do’ leadership. She 

explains that world is full of isms and ‘how to’ guides, but none of them answers 

sufficiently how to conduct leadership at grass roots. I would argue that the concern about 

doing leadership right culminates on the question ‘how to be with people’; how am I 

supposed to convey the abstract managerial practices to the very bottom of the 

organization. She briefly touched the issue in the beginning of her first interview. I have 

to manage these operations but you see I do not understand how it [leadership] is really 
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implemented, we have teams that are in the forefront and they make the plans, but then I 

should coordinate that.  

 

When we later discussed the ideal images attached to managers in the public, Daphne 

returned to the issue.  Somehow it feels like that they [managers presented in the public], 

they just hover there in these kinds of managerial, these isms, that one day there is this 

ism and then it soon changes and that should be enough. Nobody tells you how to do this 

in practice. I would like to attend one such course that how you do this in practice. In the 

end, nobody says how to do things in practice. Nobody. You get that nowhere. They just 

that you have to make a strategy, of which this and this is conveyed, but it would be good 

to say at what levels you do what things, in a communal way.  Everything is at such high 

levels but how to convey that in every day, you cannot miss that, you have to create it 

yourself somehow. I admit, I become fascinated by different things, hold your horses, but 

when you try to put them into practice, well ah, it remains at the rhetorical level, that I 

say that here are all the fancy things, but putting them into practice remains lame. 

Theoretically it is so easy how you have to take all these things into account and, 

efficiency and well-being and renewal and ah, intelligently and everything. But then you 

feel even a little bit guilty when you realize that no, I do not, these are the high level 

concepts, you can bring them here to the everyday operations only by discussing them. 

 

In Daphne’s talk, the whole concept of leadership becomes abstract and hard to grasp. 

The emphasis on leadership literature is most often on the significance and speciality of 

leadership. Surrounded by mystique, leadership is presented with visionary, charismatic 

and heroic personas creating admirable results; “leadership is about the manager/leader 

being active and powerful”.  (Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003a, 1435-1436). As Carroll & 

Levy (2008) argue, leadership is hard to define. The current discourses about leadership, 

that are often abstractions, do not find sounding board at the practical level. But more 

importantly, I would interpret Daphne’s talk as some sort of insecurity towards her own 

managerial position and managerial identity (cf. Mischenko 2005). With talking about the 

difficulties related to how to really practice management and leadership, Daphne shows a 

vulnerable side to her managerial identity.  
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Some of the interviewees also challenge the status of management as an absolute value 

by talking about the impermanence of the position. Rachel tells that from time to time I 

have discussed with myself.... what is the time after which you have nothing more to give. 

Or if you can renew, if you are able to do this, or do you feel like returning to the [grass 

roots], the work of which is also much fun.  

 

Olivia touches the same issue when discussing how she ended up to the managerial 

career. I drifted into it, should we say that way. This is, as an organization, small that this 

is no such managermanager. That we have very, how could you put it, sort of democratic 

this organization of ours. That I do not find myself to be some great manager. And for 

me, management is not a big thing, I am, it just is a title that happens to be there and as 

well it could not be there. So that that is not, it has never been my goal and it is no big 

thing that it should always be like that. At the moment it is like this and then we will see 

in the future what it is then. When I asked her to tell about her way to manage, she stated 

that as I said, I am not, I am no manager, I do not want to be a manager, that is [the way 

to manage], in my opinion it is very, maybe a bit too free. I count on that that people do 

and know and understand without any particular management… Of course from time to 

time it comes up, when there are new people in the organization, that is there not 

anybody who tells what to do. But then on the other hand people very often, very quickly 

adapt… Indeed, I am a bit, even a little too much, sort of, how would you put it, free-

minded. It could be that from time to time there should be more… In that sense, not 

manage, not in that sense, but sort of to inform and to take people into account. Olivia 

draws a picture of herself as being very cognizant of her limitations as a manager and not 

conforming to the managerial ideals. 

 

7.2.1 ‘I like to be responsible’: reconceptualizing power 

 

As is argued by Alvesson & Sveningsson (2003b), majority of the leadership literature 

emphasizes leaders’ coherent and systematic influence on their subordinates, thus placing 

the leaders and subordinates into an asymmetrical relation. For Wajcman (1998, 1) “the 
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managerial job is a repository of power and authority, the site of decision-making and 

rule-making within organizations”. A phenomenon emerged in the interview data that 

surprised me and was something that I had not even thought of. I had not given too much 

thought to power when writing this research until when I went through the interviews of 

the first round. What was, and is remarkable in the talk of the interviewed women 

managers is that the word power is not used. All they talk is about responsibility, 

responsibility and responsibility, but power is conspicuous by its’ absence. It is as if they 

are handing power to some invisible party (cf. the talk about careers). Does this mean that 

management is not equaled with having power? Or is power so self-evident that it is not 

mentioned? 

 

One of the interviewees, Daphne, who touched the issue of power, mentioned it in 

relation to the question why she is a manager. It does mean a lot to me in the sense that, 

of course, you can have influence how things are done here and what are important 

things here, and I guess you are also in love with the power. But now there is not power 

in that sense anymore… there is only the lovely title… And responsibility of course. So I 

think it is the possibility to influence. Another interviewee, Alex, passed the issue of 

power as briefly as Daphne, and even more vaguely. I just wanted challenging tasks, I did 

not dream of some manager’s and power’s, power.  Neither of them elaborated it more 

and further explained their views on power. Of course, one explanation could be that 

these women managers are so used to power and take it for granted, that they do not see it 

necessary to talk about it. However, I find this to be a very simplified and inadequate 

explanation. Holvino (2007) argues that although leadership inevitably requires exercise 

of power, many women may be confused and torn about how to talk about power. 

Traditional definitions given to power often stem from masculine domination and thus 

diverge from more indirect types of power attached to women. 

 

When I asked Olivia what management means to her, she replied responsibility. That is 

the one, responsibility, it is, it comes in everything, that what I do influences other 

people’s lives, it influences the development of [this organization]. I have sometimes 

dreamt that someone has said to me that you have spoiled the whole future of [this 
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place]. It only reflects that sometimes you think that how you could do things in a 

different way and things should be done in a different way. That just is the first thing that 

comes. That on one hand I like that responsibility… But above all it is about thinking 

what, what is it that I am doing and where does that lead to from other people’s point of 

view.  

 

Rachel states that I like to bear responsibility. I somehow feel, although [it is sometimes 

hard], but I think that, maybe it is also a bit narcissistic character that you want to be 

responsible for things. There are lots of liberties in this work, too. That you really can 

have influence, you can affect the guidelines how we run this business. That is the way to 

do something good, as well, somehow I… [when I did my first recruitment decisions], I 

was so lost, that oh my god, I am responsible for people’s lives here… That way, to 

positively affect people’s lives… the positive influence is awfully great in this. Rachel 

feels that she herself is responsible for what is it that is happening in the organization, and 

she also feels her own emotions to be at stake. This kind of personal involvement is 

argued to be characteristic for women particularly (see e.g. Marshall 1984) 

 

Let us take a look at Marshall’s (1984, 108) model of power. She divides power into four 

dimensions (figure 7). 
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FIGURE 7. Four dimensions of power (Marshall 1984, 108) 

 

The first dimension, power over others, represents the traditional notions of power, 

something an individual has.  This kind of power provides the means to control the 

environment. The second dimension, structural factors, influences individual 

performances. The third dimension reflects power that is achieved with and through 

relationships; the power resides in the relationships with other people, not in any 

individual member. This kind of power is also the most fragile and unstable. The fourth 

dimension, personal power, includes all individual aspects of power. (Marshall 1984, 

108-110)  The ways the interviewees talk about power are somehow difficult to relate to 

any traditional models of power. Although there really are not too many explicit 

implications on power in the interviewees talk, it can however be read for example from 

the way they talk about their own ways to manage and lead. I would argue that the 

POWER
34

21

Over others

coercion 
reward 
ability to access organizational 
rewards (and punishment) for others 
formal/positional/legimate 
expert 
referent/charismatic

Structural factors

centrality to organizational tasks 
handling uncertainty and risk 
relative number
visibility
power through difference/new 
perspective

Personal power 

competence 
wholeness 
self-esteem 
autonomy 
definitional sensitivity and capability 
stamina/resilience 
change and regeneration 

Through/with others

informal networks
politics
coaching/mentor relationships
being attentive to wider community issues
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interviewees mostly conform to exercising power with/through others, which specifically 

appears in the responsibility talk (cf. Fletcher 2004), but when needed, also exercise 

personal power. The first form of power, power over others, seems to be unthinkable for 

the interviewees.  

 

Gloria told that sometimes I even thought that I am a fair manager when I give liberties 

[to my employees]. But then, nothing really happens. We have discussed this openly 

sometimes when, and we found that after all people need quite clear tracks, what is 

expected from them, what is the job, what are the frames, by what time and like this. So 

that this self-direction from the employees’ side is pretty rare. Although my personnel is 

well committed, but then you just have to accept the fact that this is their work place and 

they like to, they are willing to do, but it is easier for them to do if they get clear 

instructions. That is something I have needed to work with, clearer instruction giving. 

That has clearly been the development spot for me. A bit later she stated that in these 

jobs, in these decisions and in these kinds of, you are always all alone to take the 

responsibility. With her final comment she brings it to the fore that in the end, as an 

owner and manager of the business, she is the only one to bear the responsibilities related 

to operating the business. After all, her employees ‘just work there’.  

 

In contrast to Marshall’s (1984) model, Heifetz (2007, 316-318, italics in original) writes 

that “in my experience, women often hesitate, sometimes with shame, to discuss or admit 

(even to themselves) their ambitions for the hard powers of formal authority and the soft 

power of informal authority. They hide these ambitions in the more noble-sounding word 

leadership.” Indeed, Sally stated that what perhaps interests in management, I probably 

am a sort of responsibility bearer, that when I do something, I want to be responsible for 

it… I am very open and an extrovert, and I do not carry my manager’s role in that way 

that I would be an authoritative manager… My way to manage is very, sort of low level 

management. And it is more leadership, you have to say… I am here for these workers.  

 

For Heifetz (2007), leadership is neither formal nor informal authority. Authority and 

power are often central to the practice of leadership, but they do not define it. He argues 
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that women have specifically understood the meaning of leadership without authority. 

However, the use of power (or authority), and the form of it, are also context dependent. 

As Camilla states, managing expert organization is of course, it is, you cannot play with 

your authority.  

 

Interestingly, there are clear points of contact between the women managers’ talk and the 

postheroic leadership model. The women managers present themselves as ‘powerless’, 

but are concerned of responsibility and collaboration, which suggests that they more 

likely enact ‘power with’ leadership than ‘power over’ leadership. (see Fletcher 2004; see 

also Rosener 1990) As Fletcher (2004, 653; see also Gherardi 1995) argues, “the 

relational skills, attributes, and stance required to enact a model of ‘power with’ 

leadership, such as fluid expertise, the willingness to show, and acknowledge 

interdependence or need for input, are likely to be associated incorrectly with 

powerlessness rather than with a new, more adaptive exercise of power”.  

 

Recently, I had a chance to discuss my research results with a group of women managers 

(none of them was included in my research), and they were very surprised when I told 

them about my finding of ‘powerlessness’. They strongly attached management with 

power (‘is it not all that management is about?’). I thought about this a good time, and my 

interpretation is that the images of ‘power over’ -leadership are alive and well, the basic 

message being that you cannot be a manager unless you have strict power over your 

subordinates. ‘Power with’ -leadership is no leadership. Take your position! Be a proper 

manager! Show that you have power! Be a man! The postheroic leadership is incorrectly 

interpreted as feminine and powerlessness, and the images produced do not fit ‘real’ 

leadership. Dare you not to shake the status quo of individualism, masculinity, and the 

stasis and hierarchy of power and control! The discussion of power (or the absence of it) 

also serves as a great example of the power of speech. After all, we make conclusions on 

the basis of other people’s talk and how they present themselves in their talk.  

 

Fletcher (2004, 653) argues that “the social interactions that make up leadership are 

opportunities not only to ‘do gender’ but to ‘do power’”. I would see that in these 
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interviews, power is often done in subtle ways. For example Maggie tells that I guess I 

am a team player as long as I am the leader of the team… [Otherwise it] does not work. I 

do not feel good. I need to take the whole responsibility. Maggie needs the power to make 

her own decisions. If we contrast this to her previous talk about careers and how 

important the titles were to her at some point of her life, I would suggest that this tells its’ 

own story about the importance of power, after all. However, the conceptualizations of 

what power means can significantly deviate from the prevailing understandings, what for 

example Fletcher’s (2004) postheroic leadership model suggests. I would also endorse to 

Tannen’s  (1994, see also Rosener 1990) notion that although one would not explicitly 

express one’s demands, that can still be a sign of power rather than lack of it.  

 

7.2.2 ‘I should narrow my means of expression’: feminine leadership? 

 

Wajcman (1996) argues that ”gender stereotypes are still deeply entrenced and that, 

despite the current enthusiasm for a ’feminine’ style of management, to succeed women 

have to adopt the style associated with male management”. Daphne talks about her 

management style as follows, which is quite contrary to what Wajcman (1996) suggests. I 

have received comments [that I am] impulsive, too impulsive, yeah. And impatient, I 

should get something done and fast… You should motivate more and just give 

responsibilities and set the limits and targets, so I think that with that I have still lots to 

improve, that I try to do things in a participative way and think about our work 

community and like that…  I am pretty humble… I try to do things clearly, so that it is 

easy for others to see what I expect. But I, I would like there to be much more pace, yes I 

would like to have much more pace. It is probably, other people see it as impulsiveness, 

so that still nothing happens here… I probably am the sort of a person that I rush into 

doing. Maybe I could think more.  

 

Impulsiveness and impatience in Daphne’s talk appear as negative characteristics for her, 

and she tries to compensate them by being participative and humble. For me, this reflects 

masculine and feminine characteristics: impulsiveness, impatience and need for pace are 
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totally acceptable for men, but they do no belong to women’s realm (see the discussion in 

chapter 7.2 of the feminine and masculine characteristics). It is as if by being 

participative and humble, Daphne can do something right, something that is right for her 

as a woman. As if she is saying that in reality she is impulsive and impatient, but in order 

to fulfill the feminine expectations, she tries to be participative and act in a community-

like way. 

 

Also Camilla talks about the same phenomenon. By nature I am pretty whimsical, 

sometimes you think, that ok, should I narrow my means of expression, in order to 

maintain my credibility. But on the other hand, this habit to be a little eccentric, or 

eccentric but anyway… I want to hang on to it because in order to act as a complete 

person you need space. And that space is made, also in the work life, by letting your own 

characteristics to show so that people who have long interacted with you know that you 

are like that. And those people who are newcomers in the circle of acquaintances, they 

just have to get used to it. Because if you start to narrow yourself to a certain manager 

model, then you yourself would change as a person. Earlier she had talked about what 

kinds of images media conveys of women and men managers and stated that you could 

think that harshness is related to women’s management. And somehow I think that if you 

talk about women’s management, harshness relates more to women’s characteristics. 

Then if we talk about men’s management – and with women, harshness is a bit negative. 

And when we talk about men’s management, harshness is positive, and it is related to the 

business itself, or to the operations. I see that women’s management is defined through 

one’s characteristics. Both Daphne and Camilla consider themselves to deviate from the 

feminine norm of being a woman (cf. Lämsä 2003; Vinnicombe & Singh 2002; Sheppard 

1992), which for Camilla appears both as negative and as positive. In order to be credible 

as a woman manager, Camilla feels that she should limit her means of expression and 

maintain an appropriate gendered persona (cf. Acker 1994; Symons 1986). It is as if she 

is saying that she should limit her means of expression but she will not do that. The deep 

symbolic order attached to gender is a strong operator; men and women have through the 

ages been associated with specific attributes, qualities and symbols (Gherardi 1995; 

Gherardi 1994) that are not to be questioned and thus hard to resist. As is argued by 
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Tannen (1994, 29), “anything we say to honor our similarity violates our difference, and 

anything we say to honor our difference violates our sameness”. By being and acting 

differently thus violates the cultural norms and perceptions of how to act as a woman.  

 

Rachel approaches her own managerial practices from a bit different point view, where 

feminine leadership is constructed to be an alternative to the past. I have strived for being 

human and soft. It has historical reasons, there is a bit, in our work community, how 

should I put it, a bit difficult managerial past. There have never been female managers 

and a couple of managers have left some sort of scars to this whole work community and 

perhaps to the people, as well… I have this desire to build a totally different culture in 

here… Bossiness does not work here.  

 

Sally ponders that I sort of think that my way to act as a manager is at least, at least the 

majority of women managers, among women managers I guess it is the common way, 

what I have noticed. Of course, these are, this is all, even management, it is about the 

person who is the manager, it depends on the person’s nature, characteristics and ways 

to do things, that where it comes from. If you genuinely do, what is usual at this kind of 

level, with your whole soul and with your whole fist and with the whole, your own 

habitus. That by being yourself, by being a genuine person, without being and thinking 

some managerial trends. However, at this point Sally does not further elaborate what she 

considers to be the feminine way to act as a manager, but somehow takes it to be taken-

for-granted. When Sally does managerial work, she is not playing any role, but 

management rests in her whole body, in her genuine self (cf. Watson 2008).  

 

Maggie tells that that sort of debt of gratitude, it was a bit, sort of that why should you be 

indebted for getting something if you have deserved it. But that sort of that you should do 

more. That kind of thinking still exists, particularly in relation to work… That you think 

that [you have to deliver] a little bit more than what is expected. Here we can hear 

something that is considered to be characteristic for women again. It is not enough to do 

one’s work well, but do it a little bit better (see e.g. Olsson & Walker 2004). 
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I contrast Maggie’s talk to Alex’s talk. Then of course there are plenty of, plenty of that 

of course, you feel yourself to be inadequate and not know something in certain sectors, 

that in certain things, in certain things you know you are strong and in certain things 

there is plenty to develop. That is of course a neverending problem that how. And the 

difference between a woman and a man is probably there that a woman is much more 

sensitive to the feelings of inadequacy and wants and requires more from herself that men 

do, who take the easy way out. There perhaps lies the difference. A woman does not take 

the easy way out, but really wants to know. And that a woman can do multitasking, to 

organize, and take care of a larger scale of things than men… It may be some sort of 

endogenous womanhood. And then, men perhaps claim their place in that that some 

things just are so important that you need a specialist… This some sort of emotional 

intelligence and then this ability to organize and fragmented working days and still you 

can run the show, they perhaps are my personal responsibilities, but you could say that in 

general I guess they are more characteristic of women’s strengths than men’s strengths. 

Gender beliefs we hold are universal depictions of men and women, defined by a narrow 

set of features (cf. Ridgeway & Correll 2004); the characteristics Alex relates to women 

are often repeated and pretty stereotypical. When the interviewees describe women and 

men managers, there really are no alternative gender beliefs that would be related to men 

and women at the general level. At the societal level, as is argued by Maier (1997; see 

also Wajcman 1998; Stoller 1968), it is ensured that men and women become gendered in 

significantly different ways, and if we are to participate in society, we must conform to 

the social gender categories (Lloyd 1989). Furthermore, as the categorization into men 

and women, or into masculinity and feminity, is such a pervasive cultural phenomenon, it 

often goes unnoticed (Best 2004; Cameron 1992).  

 

A common understanding among many of the interviewees was that women have 

something unique in their ways to manage that are not present in men managers’ ways to 

manage. For example Daphne ponders that I do think that women probably are, I would 

think so that they are more, they take this emotional side more into account. That it is not 

only that here we give orders and such, so that maybe, I have the impression that they 

discuss more, and then, also listen. However, she says that she does not know too many 
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women managers herself, so her images are not that much based on first-hand 

experiences. But yes, I believe there are certain differences. And I think it would be really 

wrong if women would go into that, that they would start to imitate men. But I guess our 

rescue is that we have not attended army. Although they say, I guess army is good when 

something is put into operation, that they [men] know how to put things into operation. 

But it is really good that we are guarded against that in the sense that at the time 

something is planned, that everyone would be given a chance to say and you can together 

be responsible [!] for what is going on. Daphne constructs a very basic division between 

men and women managers: men are good at operations, women are good at delegating 

and with emotions (see e.g. Eagly & Carli 2007; Duehr & Bono 2006; Vinnicombe & 

Singh 2002; Wood & Lindorff 2001; Maier 1999; Rosener 1990; Marshall 1984). As is 

argued by Kottis (1993), where men conquer, capture and beat, women collaborate, bond 

and heal. However, against some of the research results (see e.g. Keohane 2007; Bryans 

& Mavin 2005; Billing & Alvesson 2000), Daphne thinks that women should not act like 

men in order to succeed in a managerial career, but to maintain their own uniqueness (cf. 

Bartram 2005; Gherardi & Poggio 2001; Kirchmeyer 1998; Kottis 1993; Cullen 1990; 

Marshall & Wetherell 1989).  

 

7.2.3 ‘I just cannot throw myself into playing a CEO’: challenging the 
notions of management and being a manager 

 

I believe it comes as no surprise that the owner-managers of smaller firms emphasize 

their management to be taking care of everything. The bigger the organizations, the more 

diverged the operations become. However, all of the interviewees somehow argue against 

‘the ivory tower manager’, and in the extreme, they do not see themselves as managers at 

all. When I asked what management consists of, the interviewees were very much in the 

same lines.  

 

India, as an entrepreneur, tells the following. You know, it is everything. It includes 

nothing less than everything. From making coffee to taking care of the international 
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correspondence, broadly speaking. For me it is more that, I own all the shares, that is I 

am the entrepreneur here, and it brings along that, if you were a paid-manager, I doubt 

he/she would do everything that I do. So that you can say that absolutely everything.  

 

Gloria, an entrepreneur as well, follows the same reasonings as India. I just cannot throw 

myself into playing a CEO only, I have to do work that can be charged from our 

customers, and take care of the human resource management, we already have that many 

employees that that field of work is impossible… I would like to allocate more time to 

[managing and leading] and I guess, if I think about my colleagues, I use more [time on 

them] than what is the average, as I have invested in the human resources… It is about 

me being present… And it is no use for me to go in a hurry, passing someone’s room, 

calling that how are you, and then I am already on my way to a meeting, that that is 

something that I feel I should have more time to... It is very much about doing everything. 

Gloria’s notion that ‘I just cannot throw myself into playing a CEO only’ distances her 

from the image of an unapproachable manager who sits in an ivory tower dictating orders 

and instructions. Taking care of the employees cannot just be bypassed, but those issues 

have to be taken care of in that particular time and place.  

 

Vivian’s talk does not deviate from the previous quotes, although she is a paid-manager. 

She states that her work as a manager involves everything possible. Everything possible, 

that is, financial management, personnel management, then, all these functions, 

accounting for all of the functions, its’, its’ development should be thought, maintenance, 

just, just from one extreme to another. Earlier I even took part in the practical work… I 

have even scrubbed the floors… and I still can scrub… but just that practical work, 

following the work, running and thinking that what new could be developed, is there 

something we should give up, and what are the areas at any given time, where the 

demand and the supply rest. Just, just that.  

 

Olivia thinks that It is my nature that I want to do everything possible, I have to, that I 

know where we are and what is going on, so I do all kinds of work. I interpret this to echo 

the need to be in control, and thus the need for power also.  
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For all the women managers I interviewed, management is indeed definitely not about 

sitting in an ivory tower and controlling what is going on around them. Alvesson & 

Sveningsson (2003a, 1436) argue that “it makes sense to consider the possibility that 

what managers and leaders do is not always that remarkable or different from what other 

people do in work organizations”. The talk of the interviewees reinforces exactly that 

view. Great listening or chatting skills, or creating good working atmosphere are rarely 

thought to be the essence of leaders. “In many cases, the meaning and significance of 

leadership may be more closely related to the mundane than to the carrying out of great 

acts or the colorful development and implementation of strategies and changes.” 

(Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003a, 1436-1437) This leads me to think that why these 

aspects are forgotten in the leadership literature? And I cannot resist the thought that 

could gender has to do something with it? After all, much of the literature takes men as a 

starting point. It is also argued that when ‘feminine leadership’ comes to the fore, it in 

fact very quickly loses its’ value (Fletcher 2004; Billing & Alvesson 2000; Burton 1992). 

 

It could be argued that some of the women managers I interviewed even belittle 

themselves as managers and leaders. For example Vivian notes that I really do not know 

how I should be some great manager, it is quite strange for me. Of course I know my 

duties and responsibilities and such, you have to bear them and take care of them, but 

otherwise I do not necessarily want to [accentuate it] that there goes our manager… It is 

a profession among other professions and I feel terrible about talking about management 

and leadership. I work here. Later, she returned to the theme, stating that I guess at some 

point I should start to play the managing director, now that I am one, but, but somehow 

these are somehow, that sorts of questions, I find it wonderful, I am awfully grateful that I 

have been given this opportunity in this organization… That way I am awfully grateful of 

the opportunities that I have gotten, gotten, but it is awfully difficult for me to think about 

myself as some sort of… [Our personnel] is the one who does the work. No manager does 

that… That really, other people do the real work… [Someone] sometimes told me that 

you really should remember that from time to time you should be proud of yourself that 

you manage a successful organization. Oh really, how does that show? You just do your 

work and that is it. This is how it goes. Vivian strongly resists her being identified as a 
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manager (cf. Harding 2003), and insists that she is not the one who does the actual work. 

She is very uncomfortable with her managerial title and a good question is why? She does 

not legitimate her position as a manager, and finds management to be just work for her 

(cf. Marshall 1984). Olsson (2002) interprets this kind of talk as a disassociation from 

hierarchical and authoritarian styles (see chapter 7.2.1).  

 

7.2.4 ‘The most important thing is that you know yourself’: reflections 
on managerial selves 

 

Until now, I have discussed how the interviewed women managers make sense of their 

managerial careers and how they see themselves as managers. The quotes in the previous 

chapters already provide many building blocks that show what is considered important 

from the point of view of one’s managerial self, as well.  

 

In this section, I briefly highlight some notions on the managerial selves and identity in 

general, and bring fore one notable finding, that is, the meaning of self-knowledge for the 

interviewees. Although I acknowledge the interface between individual and 

organizational identities (cf. Kreiner et al. 2006), I decided to concentrate in this research 

on the individual identity only, and more specifically, on the managerial identity.  

 

The basic identity question is ‘Who am I’? What is important to me? How do I describe 

myself? Kärreman & Alvesson (2001) argue that the important aspects of identity 

construction evolve around ideas about central characteristics, coherence, distinctiveness 

and direction. But identity does not exist only for example as an objective set of 

characteristics, but involves “the creation of meaning on the part of the individual persons 

and others contributing to the definition of identity” (Alvesson & Billing 1997, 96). 

Identities are thus social contructions, dependent on the language use (Kärreman & 

Alvesson 2001). When going through the interviewees’ accounts of themselves, I noticed 

that the ways the interviewees described themselves in terms of specific characteristics 

did not tell me much. For me, the interviewees’ identities became evident and appeared 
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more interesting in larger story entities, when they for example discussed the issues 

related to management or gender. Thus, I would argue that the simple descriptions about 

one’s identity (e.g. I am open, fair, approachable etc.) do not take identity analysis far; 

rather, what is, perhaps implicitly, reflected in various accounts of one’s life proves to be 

much more intriguing and revealing.  

 

“Distancing oneself is a form of a protective mechanism in the work context, a means of 

protecting the self” (Kosmala & Herrbach 2006, 1399). This is a strategy that Alex 

deliberately uses. I am not in that social circle that I would know the personal matters of 

these people, I do not belong to that. I also interpret Jess’s talk to reflect this. It [the self 

at work] is hugely different than what I am for example when I am with my family… I 

think it is because this self at work is practiced for this [work], this is not the real one. By 

adopting a practiced identity in the work life Jess distances her private identity from her 

public identity (and presents them to be separate). In addition, I would interpret Jess’s 

practiced identity to be a means of protection. At work, she does not want to lay bare her 

‘real’ identity. (cf. Albert & Whetten 2004) 

 

I was intrigued to know if the interviewees practiced some sort of self-examination. As an 

interesting phenomenon in the interviewees’ talk I would raise self-knowledge to a 

central stage. As Kendra briefly stated in the first interview, I analyze myself quite a bit, I 

do this sort of psycho, continuous psychoanalysis. On the second interview I asked her to 

elaborate the thought of self-examination further. Well in that way yes, that from time to 

time, I always if there is, and spefically in bad times, that what was wrong and if it was 

my fault, that that way you aim to, that you do not even blame other people, but first you 

look into the mirror. But, and even now, that if your own capabilities and resources are 

adequate, that is pretty important that you do not flatter yourself. But of course from time 

to time you should encourage yourself to be more daring to take action.  

 

For India, self-examination has materialized as concrete plans. For example last year, 

that was [my] year… It was pretty big and significant thing in my personal life, because I 

noticed that now I need to, or not only personal, but of the point of view of [my abilities] 
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it was also important, that I specified one year to be [my] year. And I had determined 

certain targets that now I invest only in myself… and in nothing else. As well, Sally says 

that she has particularly during the last year invested in developing herself. Quite clearly. 

Or the process is still on. That you notice that clearly you ponder a little. You ponder this 

and that and what are the own strengths and weaknesses and if I can develop myself 

further.  

 

The possible masculine identities become evident in Alex’s talk. For example it is my 

manner that if there is some really nasty customer or some really infuriating, exactly 

these, thorn in the flesh people, then I swear, and my swearing may then scare the most 

sensitive persons. I strike my fist to the table and really let myself loose, that is like that 

then. She describes herself to be really harsh and bitch-like when needed. When other 

people wonder how she makes things happen, I just say that I am this manager who 

snaps… I guess it tells about my temperament and about my way to work. I would argue 

that in this, she is particularly conscious of the power that her managerial position 

provides her with, specifically when she is acting in a masculine way.   

 

I was also interested if the interviewees consider there to be limitations to their own 

management (cf. Hennig & Jardim 1977) or to their identities. India tells that you know, I 

guess there are no limitations. I guess there are not. They are more like [limitations] that 

I have put to myself. Daphne also finds that maybe they still are more in my own head. 

Also Gloria considers her own head to be the limitation. That if you just are able to, and 

do and grasp… There is the full-length mirror, you can go and stare at it, the obstacles 

or reasons are that close… Later she told that I have attended quite a many courses 

aimed at women managers… And there your own personality is pretty much analyzed and 

your way to do things and such. And they have in fact been awfully important forums to 

practice self-knowledge and to realize and to accept [who you are]… And it has been, 

pretty relieving feeling that ok, I just happen to be like this and that is it. She later added 

that what is important to her is the faith in yourself and what you are doing, because that 

keeps the boat afloat… that you have courage to hang on, hang on your own views. 

Because, you yourself have to live with it everyday and to bear responsibility for the 
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choices you have made, that it is justifiable to yourself what you do, what have been the 

choices. There are of course hundred other ways to do, but why should you do it in any 

other way. Only by believing in yourself and by justifying the decisions you have made 

to yourself can you succeed and remain true to yourself.   

 

Maggie tells about her way to do things that nothing is done negligently, but you have to 

have your heart in it and you can subscribe to what you have done. On the second 

interview round she stated that you must be able to look at yourself in the mirror in the 

morning, that things [are done] in that way that you do not have think… To understand 

your own limits in that sense is important, and that you admit that no – at some point in 

my life, I thought that I have to know everything and [be ready] to answer to everything. 

And then I was awfully distressed, that now it is awfully relieving that you can say that no 

and I cannot do… That sort of, a bit like protecting your privacy that you do not try to 

give everything to everybody, but to do what you know you do well.  

 

In addition to the self-knowledge discourse (which I find to be close to the recognition 

discourse of what is it that is and is not me), I find there to be three other discourses in the 

interviewees’ management talk in general. I would argue that the management in the 

interviewees’ talk appears as a very low profile management, that is, the interviewees do 

not wish to create any fuss about them being managers. Second, references to the use of 

power are wrapped up in a responsibility discourse. Power is not expressed explicitly 

but requires different perspectives than what the traditional models suggest. What is 

specifically interesting is the way power becomes evident when the interviewees talk 

about gender (see 7.3.). Third, the interviewees demystify the notions of management in 

general by presenting management to be about doing everything. This I call outside the 

ivory tower -discourse.  
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7.3 The battle between ‘being a woman does not mean anything 

to me’ vs. ‘I am an innate feminist’: ways to (de)construct 

womanhood  

 

In this chapter I explore how the interviewees construct gender by giving meanings to 

it, and what kinds of meanings are given to it in the first place. As is argued by Aaltio 

(2002, 202) “the performers’ talk and stories are not merely unique and individual, but 

they take place within gendered cultural contexts and are impacted by them as well”. 

Sunderland & Litosseliti (2002, 6) argue that “a discourse approach to gender and 

language aims to accommodate ideas of individual agency, and of gender (identity) as 

multiple, fluctuating, and shaped in part by language”. Most studies of language and 

gender do not rely on a single approach to discourse (Bucholtz 2003, 44); Weatherall & 

Gallois (2003, 497) state that in gender and language research, the issue of gender 

differences has been in the core. The discursive approach to gender differences however 

emphasizes the ideas how gender is used as an argument. Edley (2001, 193) argues that 

discourse-based accounts of gender constitute a powerful challenge to more traditional 

understandings of essentialism and reductionism. Additionally, Jorgenson (2002, 362) 

found in her study of women engineers and their discursive positioning that “women 

position themselves in relation to their gender differently in different contexts”.  

 

When interviewing the women managers, they either avidly defined themselves in terms 

of sex and/or gender (gender pride), eagerly denied ‘the whole thing’ (gender denial), or 

approached it with indifference or understatement. The following 2 x 2 –matrix (figure 8) 

illustrates the conceptualizations.  
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Denial Understatement

Indifference Pride

 

FIGURE 8. Four views on gender 

 

The interview material reveals that the four categories are not mutually exclusive. In her 

talk Gloria similarly both appreciates her gender and regards it with indifference. Well I 

myself, of course it is awfully important and sometimes I have wondered when it is said 

that it does not matter if you are a man or a woman as long as you are competent, but I 

do not agree with that because the first thing when people describe somebody, they first 

tell if that person is a man or a woman, so that is very much our framework. And maybe I 

am a bit old-fashioned in the sense that I think there are pretty big basic differences after 

all in being a man or a woman, and in that sense, although I have never wanted to be a 

quota woman, but I do not want that always some 50-year-old lawyer man decides about 

my life, which seems to be the ideal parliamentary candidate. However, she adds that I do 

not use [my gender] or even raise it always to the forefront.  

 

Later she stated that gender is not her guiding star and that it provides no excuse to hide 

behind if you do not succeed. It is not in my everyday life, in this work life. What Gloria 

is actually saying is that as a personal matter, she considers her gender to be a great thing, 

but then in the everyday life, in the work life, the meaning of gender disappears and 

becomes invisible (see e.g. Poggio 2003; Korvajärvi 2002; Korvajärvi 1996; Korvajärvi 

& Kinnunen 1996). As is argued widely, when describing organizational settings, gender 
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is dismissed and human beings are presented without bodies or genders (see e.g. Aaltio & 

Kovalainen 2003; Olsson & Walker 2003). However, gender is something that we cannot 

leave outside the organizational borders, and no matter how much we would like to 

ignore it, it just is not possible; we are no abstract workers (Acker 1992). I find this to be 

one important reason to examine organizations from gender perspective and make all 

sorts of gendered practices visible. For gender we do, no matter how we approach it. 

 

There is evidence that women are criticized more reluctantly than men (see e.g. Kanter 

1977). This is something that can be taken advantage of. With Olivia, we discussed what 

meanings she attaches to her gender. First of all, it helps a lot in dealing with many 

things… This is totally men’s world and no one insults me… It is much easier for me to 

bring matters out and push them through now that I am a woman. Of course the other 

side is that there is every now and then this girl thing. But it, it does not bother me, I do 

not care, they can say whatever they want to say as long as I get what I, what I am 

striving for. I do not find it negative. But what bothers me is this, after all, this is so much 

boys’ thing, and this old boy network, it troubles that damn, this is already agreed… [I 

know] that male managers are dressed down, compared to the ways people talk to me. 

There are differences. And I heartlessly take advantage of that. Of course. To contrast 

this, she says that I think that things are things, and when you know your things and you 

are prepared, then, at that point, gender does not make any difference. But somehow I 

find that for me it has made things easier… you push things through that would have 

required much more energy from men. For Olivia, gender appears as something that can 

be taken advantage of, but still she thinks that ‘things are things’ and they should not be 

messed up with gender. Gender seems to interfere everyday actions and thus it is much 

easier not to acknowledge it (see e.g. Pietiläinen 2002; Acker 1990). Interestingly, she 

sees that as long as she achieves her own goals, it does not matter how much she is 

belittled gender-wise.  

 

Camilla confesses that my own tactics, oh dear now I reveal this, the tactics is to take 

advantage of the femininity in that sense that you make people to listen. After that you 

feed the hard facts and then if in that point [you are] underestimated, then that is won by 
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facts. Then you use those, well, feminine virtues, that sort of, I use it totally consciously… 

I take advantage of that femininity totally impudently, also when I need to push some 

matters through, as if, well, I do not know, sweet-talk is probably a wrong word, but I 

mean, in that sense to proceed things. My own limits are awfully tight and clear, but – it 

is a good weapon as long as the other person does not realize that these feminine 

weapons are being used. And then it gives certain kind of satisfaction, that how stupid are 

you that you do not realize… Thus, feminity and her being a woman is a clear advantage 

at work, and she is not afraid of taking advantage of it (cf. Höpfl & Matilal 2007): Yes, 

absolutely it is advantageous. But to cross the line, that you need to be credible, that is, 

that is the challenging, the most challenging. How to be a gendered persona and maintain 

one’s credibility at the same time is still an issue that needs to be struggled (see e.g. 

Acker 1994; Symons 1986). She also seems to be of opinion that gender works to a 

certain point, but facts are always facts and cannot be bypassed.  

 

We also discussed the relation between gender and Camilla’s role as a manager. I guess 

this feminine, this kind of rationalized responsibility, shows. It shows in that that of 

course I made coffee and brought it here. I doubt, I doubt a male manager would do that. 

But I also take advantage of it in this work community, as well as in the relationships that 

this work brings along. And of course the fact that there are men as managers [in top 

positions in this business], and sometimes you think a bit gloatingly… that there is 

nothing more rigid [than those men], and there the womanhood opens up as a happy 

thing… It is enormously funny to be a woman in situations where, this femininity and this, 

this womanhood and this way, woman’s way to work can be taken advantage of.  With 

this talk Camilla distances her own actions from those of men (men easily fall on 

femininity; as well, they are easy to interpret in the sense that as a woman, Camilla 

knows exactly how make men to dance to her tune), and emphasizes the gendered 

differences between men and women. She also has very strong assumptions about men as 

gendered personas (men would not offer coffee). In this case, gender is actively and 

consciously brought into fore, and even exaggerated with stereotypically feminine 

behavior. ‘Being a little silly’ is allowed for example when you must make yourself 

heard. When Camilla stereotypically exaggerates her gender does she not in fact use 
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power with that (cf. Bruni & Gherardi 2002; Gherardi & Poggio 2001)? As is argued by 

Ryan & Deci (2003), by adopting certain identities we can gain power over others. My 

interpretation is that Camilla, by taking advantage of feminine resources, in fact gains 

power that might otherwise be unattainable.  

 

Many essentialist statements and stereotypes about gender are to be found in the 

interviewees’ talk (cf. Pringle 2008). When gender is evident, it often builds on biology 

and essentialism. Jess conceptualized her being a woman as follows. Well, there really is 

no other alternative, you cannot think what would be the other alternative. Her comment 

on being a woman indeed relies heavily on biology and essentialism. It is no wonder, as 

the division into men and women is so often perceived to be rooted in biology and thus it 

is thought to be natural (Ridgeway & Correll 2004; West & Zimmerman 1987). Gender 

becomes reified and appears as a fact of nature (Prasad 2005; Berger & Luckmann 1991). 

When I asked Jess if she ever thought herself to be in a managerial position, she said that 

no. For her, it was pure accident, and I somehow thought that [one of the men in the 

organization] could be [the next managing director] as he is a man [!]. This again 

reveals the deep-rooted assumptions that guide our thinking, often at the unconscious 

level, that also construct womanhood as otherness (see e.g. Oseen 1997; Gherardi 1996). 

Also Gloria’s talk reveals the often unconscious descriptions given to different 

occupational titles (cf. Schein et al. 1996). If I think that when crossing the Atlantic 

Ocean, there is some awful turbulence and the pilot comes from the cockpit. That if that 

is this 150-centimeter-tall blonde girl and she is the pilot of the plane, then I am 100 % 

sure that it matters. Compared to that that it would be a little charming, graying, 

impressive man. If there is confidence or not.  

 

Also Vivian raises the biological factors to be first in the fore when conceptualizing 

gender (cf. Lupton 2000). Pringle (2008; see also Best 2004; Gherardi 1995; Julkunen 

1995; Anttonen 1994) argues that in the normative, hetero-sexual feminine gender the 

potential to bear children is in the heart of the construction of women’s identities. Well, 

being a woman is of course a great thing, it is about being a mother and a grandmother 

and this sort of, perhaps a bit softer support for friends and like that. I really do not feel 
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that, I do not much think about these things as a woman and as a man, but I think about 

these things as a human being. But of course this motherhood is, it belongs to women, 

men cannot be mothers or grandmothers. For Jess and Vivian, gender appears as a 

biological qualifier and a self-evident truth only, and remains as a blind spot from any 

other point of view (cf. Pietiläinen 2002). 

 

Even though gender would be presented to be of no relevance at all, I argue that it is 

nonetheless subtly and often unrecognizably done. When I asked Vivian if she feels that 

her gender has benefited or hindered her some way, she said that well, it has not benefited 

me at all… If this would have benefited me, no, I more believe that [things matter more 

than gender], at least I hope that one’s persona as a whole is the one that affects. I 

further wanted to know if gender is somehow evident in her work community. No, no, it 

does not show, it does not show, I guess it is, I do not know if it has ever shown. I still 

wanted to know if gender matters in any situation. No. [But it has been a disadvantage?] 

Well, there were these attitudinal disadvantages in the beginning. Vivian’s talk illustrates 

how the meanings given to gender fluctuate and are dependent on the context to which 

gender talk relates. The gender neutrality she reflects in her talk is indeed typical for the 

Finnish work life; gender does not belong to the work life at all (see e.g. Korvajärvi 1996; 

Korvajärvi & Kinnunen 1996; Eräsaari et al. 1995; Silius 1995).  

 

Daphne ponders that I think it is a privilege that you do not have to do all the heavy jobs 

and it is a great thing that you can have children, sort of to think, that sort of a function… 

And then you can play the fool a little, we [women] do not have to be always so wise, or 

that way, I somehow feel that for men it is, at least traditionally, it has been that they 

have to support the family. We [women] can play the fool little, the living is sort of 

somehow guaranteed. You can play the fool little, the unnecessary tightness and sort of, 

you see it pretty much now, men want to have a career when they are young. I think that 

it is not necessary for women to think about the career, at least that they should go 

upwards, only when the children are at school and I think women should concentrate on 

family matters, on developing themselves, the expertise, of course that the whole time, but 

not in any conscious way that now you have to wildly proceed in an elevator, that time 
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comes when you are forty… I think that this is a much harder world for men in that sense 

that they have to, when you think about the living, at least in times past, men were the 

supporters, and then men have totally different expectations of career advancement than 

what women have. For women it is something extra, if you somehow create that career, 

but it is expected from men. It is pretty much so, as a pressure it is a much bigger thing.  

 

It is a common understanding that women make their career decisions later than men (see 

e.g. Hennig & Jardim 1977). Daphne thinks that this should even be the case. Her talk 

may appear rather shocking at first glance, reflecting strong traditional divisions between 

men and women. Hennig & Jardim (1977) argue that changing deep-rooted assumptions, 

perceptions and behavior is not an easy task. But I would also interpret Daphne’s talk to 

provide special room for manoeuvre for women. When she sees that ‘playing a fool’ is 

specifically women’s privilege, she also creates a larger action repertoire for women. 

Women can, for example, really play with gender in the sense that they can make fools of 

themselves and not suffer from that, whereas men would be judged totally different. It is 

as if you can expect anything from women but what men can do is very limited.  

 

Electra avows herself to be an innate feminist, although I do not shout it to the whole 

world. In the beginning of her career, as a young manager, she had encountered lots of 

prejudices. Back then then attitudes were like boys are boys, men are managers and like 

that. I do see it, I say that certain kind of persistence, sort of, sort of that I do what I want 

to do, it has, that boys do not boss me. That is for sure... All the attempts to belittle, that 

made me persistent. For Electra, feminism opens up as positive, providing means to resist 

the masculine practices in work life.  

 

Both India and Kendra conceptualize feminism in a bit different way. For India, feminism 

has negative connotations. I asked her what it means to her that she is a woman. Well I do 

not know, maybe… What would it mean? I have never considered myself to be a feminist 

or anything like that, a special defender of women’s rights or a fighter, that I think we all 

have been given the same gifts and who uses what, so… If you can, wait a minute, I have 

to choose the words carefully that this does not sound awful. But sometimes it is an 
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advantage that you are a woman… But if someone says to me that I am some feminist or 

something even close, that really is so far off from me. She later added that I do not think 

that I have some sort of woman advantage in this, that being a woman is raised to be an 

issue comes from other people than from me. That is not the thing. That is not the thing at 

all. India is careful not to be labeled as a feminist; Marshall & Wetherell (1989) argue 

that avowing oneself to be a feminist brings to the fore the attitudes, characteristics, 

norms and values that are attached to feminists as a group, and ignores the individual 

characteristics. Often, there are also negative and/or joke-like connotations related to 

feminism (cf. Calás & Smircich 1992; Griffin 1989). Interestingly, explicitly India does 

not want to admit that gender could be taken advantage of (I have to choose the words 

carefully that this does not sound awful); gender cannot explicitly be raised to be 

meaningful. 

 

When I asked Kendra what gender means to her, she stated that well, what comes to my 

mind is motherhood. It is, it is so mundane, it is such an everyday thing, and in the 

surface. That I am no, this kind of a feminist, or that you should be a woman, or [a 

woman manager or a woman entrepreneur], it just is, some are women, some are men. 

Here biology becomes evident again and womanhood is primarily defined through 

motherhood (see e.g. Pringle 2008; Best 2004; Gherardi 1995; Julkunen 1995; Anttonen 

1994). Other possible meanings of gender are not acknowledged; we are born into being 

men and women, and that requires no further explanations.  

 

Additionally, when I asked Maggie what gender means to her, she replied that if we think 

from the work basis, nothing. No. That that sort of that I should fly the feminist flag and 

[be] like women, women, no. And I hate it that there should be, these quotas and other 

things. It sucks. If you deserve your position, then I think, it does not matter at all. But 

then of course, if you think – women do have to work harder and to show, it does not 

come so easily. But I would not go to barricades because of it [gender]. As an ideology, 

gender appears as negative again. In the everyday work settings, the meaning of gender 

disappears, but it still is relevant when comparing men and women. Also here, the 

competency discourse (see e.g. Marshall 2000; Burton 1992) can be found. You need to 
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earn your position… What you are like, how you do and how you take care of your job, 

that is the decisive thing [not gender]. If you are competent, it makes no difference 

whether you are a man or a woman. But what if you are not competent?  What if there 

would be no competency discourse at all? 

 

Rachel tells that well, I find it wonderful to be a woman, I absolutely prefer being a 

woman than a man. But then otherwise, I do not much emphasize, for example in work 

life, people’s gender, I think that when you know your job, it is enough… If [we have] job 

applicants that are equal, maybe in that point you think, but usually it is, luckily you have 

never had to do the decision based on it [gender]… But then otherwise, a good worker is 

a good worker. In Rachel’s talk, again clear references to the competence discourse can 

be found (see e.g. Marshall 2000; Burton 1992). Rachel later continues that I can also be 

proud that I particularly am the manager here, or particularly I as a woman am the 

manager… although it does not matter, if that is a woman or a man, but still. Although 

Rachel feels certain pride of herself, as a woman, being the manager in the organization, 

she denies that gender would really have any meaning. Again, gender is juxtaposed as 

important in some contexts and as not important in other contexts.  

 

Now, I have always been fascinated by the statements that gender does not matter, or that 

the meaning of gender is completely denied. If I reflect the talk of the interviewees, the 

importance and appearance of gender differs depending on the context. The meaning of 

gender is in constant transition in the interviewees’ talk; at times it is in the background, 

at times it is visibly raised to the fore (cf. Keohane 2007). To support this, Tomlinson et 

al. (1997, 228) found in their study on retail managers that although gender-neutral 

approach was promoted, a number of advantages and disadvantages were being 

associated with being a woman manager in certain contexts. They argue that “if 

management is inherently a social activity carried out by individual men and women 

within a system of social relationships with other men and women, it is questionable how 

far it can be conceived in gender-neutral terms”.  
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Gender is a good weapon of which to take advantage in order to make oneself heard and 

to promote one’s ideas, specifically in male-dominated work settings. If gender cannot be 

taken advantage of explicitly, it loses its’ meaning, and gender does not make any 

difference at all (cf. Marshall & Wetherell 1989). I would argue that although otherwise 

tried to keep muted, gender becomes salient when it is used for some special purpose (cf. 

Marshall 1984). Kendra states that of course you can take advantage of your femininity 

and if you are, sort of feminine, then I guess it is charming. But I have not had such 

special occasions. I have never gone with that, to play with things like these. However, in 

these kinds of stories, gender is somehow detached from the person; gender is only a 

strategy, a means to cope, often specifically, with men. Furthermore, as is argued by 

Ridgeway & Correll (2004, 517), ”when gender is effectively salient, it is usually the 

hegemonic form of gender beliefs that are implicitly activated. This is because hegemonic 

gender beliefs are institutionalized in the norms and structures of public settings and 

established private institutions”. Thus, salient gender often appears as stereotypical and 

exaggerated.  

 

Sally provides one of the most interesting juxtapositions in the battlefield of gender. 

When I asked her what gender means to her, she replied that it is nothing but an 

advantage. Quite clearly. People are much more susceptible to listen to you… If I were a 

man among other men, I am sure my opinions would not be taken into account so easily 

than what is the case now. Because they want that woman’s view… It comes from there, 

through womanhood, it is no use to deny it. After this, I asked her what womanhood 

means to her, and she continued that actually, I mean for me, it does not mean anything 

[!]. I have noticed that to other people it means… I am accustomed to being one of the 

guys. And as such it is not, in work life it means nothing. It is just the same whichever you 

are. Here Sally constructs herself both for and against the importance of gender; ‘gender 

is clearly of advantage to me’ and ‘for me gender means nothing but for other people it 

means’(cf. Pringle 2008). Sally also conforms to the understanding that it may be 

necessary for women to present themselves as one of the guys; to act and even be or 

become like men, in order to succeed (see e.g. Keohane 2007; Bryans & Mavin 2005; 



 

 

196

Billing & Alvesson 2000; Maier 1999; Kerfoot & Knights 1998; cf. Bradshaw & Wicks 

1997).  

 

Gloria thinks that women connive at raising men into some special positions and at the 

same time, if you could say, lower themselves. These ridiculous things come to my mind, 

in relation to this area of business, so it is a little bit ridiculous and childish how [men in 

our field] get funny positions in the eyes of people. It was brought out [recently] that 

when women laugh that they should have a male instructor, because he is so good  and it 

was clearly about it that men talk nonsense to women and entertain them. While studying, 

I remember that boys were in a special position and it is because women let it happen, 

women make it happen. Women go along with the show. It feels quite stupid to sit by. 

There you just accept that you are not as good as that man. With this talk, Gloria verifies 

the understandings that the requirements set for men and women are different. If you are 

a woman, you have to be businesslike to succeed, whereas men have more room to 

manoeuvre in this (cf. Daphe’s talk about women playing foolish). Additionally, Gloria 

sees there to be clear gender implications in her business. It was not many years ago that 

I still noticed that damn, this [gender] still matters. And I still see it, there are certain 

places where, as a woman, you just cannot go and do business… And in fact, someone 

else has said the same that they [certain organizations] do business only with boys.  

 

I will further discuss the strategies of managing gender (cf. Sheppard 1989). As I have 

argued earlier, no matter how eagerly gender might be denied, in some stage it always 

becomes highly visible. However, this of course may be unintentional, and even 

unconscious (Sheppard 1989).  

 

Alex tells that I have never sort of thought in the way that there is women’s management 

and men’s management, because it after all depends on the person. It does not exist. I 

have lots of, I guess those masculine characteristics that quite a lot, I have sometimes 

laughed at it, that if I am a chauvinist myself… But then there are lots of men who behave 

in a very, if you could call, feminine, soft, way. But then there is after all in this society a 

huge amount of sort of attitudinal machismo, not related to things, related to practices, 
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but attitudinal machismo. And sort of that, I think it to be a little bit of conservative, and 

specifically I would say it is about conservative thinking. That there is the woman 

between stove and fist, who should know her place, and men. These exist. They may be 

called chauvinists or machos, I see them as conservative people. And they do exist, and 

well of course, when those kinds of people are close around here, I have encountered 

them so that they have been very close, and I have been dependent on them, that gets 

under my skin and irritates me. But luckily there are not too many of them. But it is funny 

that everyone here, if you think about career now, this latest career here [in this 

organization], which is my life career. I have been here [several] years. In every year 

there is one or two, and when you get rid of one and sort of, you do not have to care 

about that, a new one comes. Always some kind of a thorn in the flesh that starts to 

irritate me. Really, there is always someone that irritates me. In a certain way I have sort 

of, I have always been strong that I know, I know my playground in the way that I cannot 

be too much distracted from my work, but of course it bothers me in the way that you 

have to work hard to get things done and you have to bear all kinds of stupidities. And 

you have to be wary all the time that you get your work done. And in fact it is something, 

now that I started to think about it, that it has bothered me quite a lot. It would be so 

much easier if you were accepted the way you are, just like you are. But I do not know, I 

guess it is part of this life. 

 

In this excerpt women with strong personalities are presented as specific threats. No 

matter how good they would be in their work, the only thing that counts is that they are 

women. Thus, women as others appear as strongly gendered and problematic because of 

their gender (see e.g. Bruni & Gherardi 2002; Oseen 1997; Calás & Smircich 1994; 

Julkunen 1994). Another excerpt from Alex reinforces her previous sayings. Now it does 

not bother me at all, but if the question is, I think that in this case it is about… [people] 

who throw a spanner in the works and shadowbox with me, that I see as an intuitive, sort 

of very, I have a good intuition, that I know and that irritates me and that has everything 

to do with my gender. It has nothing to do with that that I would not know how to do 

things or like that. And I think it has something to do with envy, I guess. That you have 

managed so well although you are a woman.  
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As an example of strongly negative attitudes towards raising gender into discussion, I 

take an exerpt from Vivian’s talk. I asked her about the ideals she attaches to managers. It 

always depends a bit on the situation, and surely on managers and surely on companies 

too, and maybe a little bit on industry, it depends. We have tremendously good managers 

in Finland, any number of [good managers]. Both women and men. I hate this division 

into women and men. 

 

Two of the interviewees also raise one’s appearance to affect what kinds of managers are 

respected. First, Daphne thinks that there is the saying that you have to be tall and you 

have to be big and you have to be handsome, and I guess you would not qualify for such 

jobs when you are not… I guess I think that way that people think that when you are 

small, really, I think that people think that way. Second, Kendra tells that we have 

sometimes thought that if you wore a tie and you were a man, then it might be that in 

some [jobs] it would have been an advantage. That maybe a tall, big man, there is some 

sort of preciseness, or at least in appearance. Interestingly, flamboyance is reserved for 

men only, making them heroic and charismatic (cf. Bartram 2005; Olsson 2002; Schein et 

al.1996), and, I would argue, credible. 

 

The traditional gender-based roles are often criticized. But as Camilla states, leaning on 

the traditions and even to stereotypes can be a huge resource. I mean this sort of rhythm 

that comes from the womanhood, from the traditional woman’s role, and I guess that 

keeps me sane.  

 

 I would argue that there is a specific gender as a strategy –discourse in the 

interviewees’ talk. Although the meaning of gender would be denied or understated, or it 

would be approached indifferently, the talk reveals that it can also be a huge resource in 

the sense that it can be taken advantage of strategically. In addition, I would argue that 

treating gender with either denial, understatement, indifference or pride are strategies of 

their own; different things are achieved with them (e.g. gender is denied when one does 

not want to identify oneself with feminism).  
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7.4 And finally: constructing managerial identities  

 

Many of the current identity theories suggest that individuals do not have one dominant 

identity as such, but different identities that become salient context-dependently. A 

singular and unitary self is unlikely to exist. Furthermore, different identities can be 

mutually reinforcing, in tension, mutually contradictory or even totally incompatible. (see 

e.g. Alvesson et al. 2008; Kreiner et al. 2006; Mischenko 2005; Simpson & Lewis 2005; 

Collinson 2003; Ryan & Deci 2003; Stets & Burke 2003; Wodak 2003; Litosseliti 2002; 

Kärreman & Alvesson 2001; Kerfoot & Knights 1998; Hatch 1997; Gergen 1991) 

Sveningsson & Alvesson (2003, 1165) argue that in the process of becoming of identities 

“individuals create several more or less contradictory and often changing managerial 

identities (identity positions) rather than one stable, continuous and secure, manager 

identity”. Identities are formed in continuing struggles as experiences and social 

interactions change from moment to moment (Alvesson & Billing 1997). Specifically 

when talking about gender, tensions, contradictions and incompatibilities surface strongly 

(see chapter 7.3). Thus, I would argue that gender indeed is crucial for identity (see e.g. 

Wodak 2003; Aaltio-Marjosola 2001; Alvesson 1998; Abrams 1989; Marshall 1984). 

 

”We create our personas partly by the selection of the stories that we choose to tell” 

(Sims 2003, 1205-1206). Gherardi (1996) argues that telling one’s story is an important 

contribution to hers/his identity construction process. For Gergen (2003, 67), “our 

personal identities are always genderized, then so must life stories be”. Coupland (2007, 

276) writes about identities explored through interviews that “research participants work 

up experiential identities, that is sedimented accounts of self made plausible through 

accounts of experiences, as the interview progresses. These identities then go on to be re-

interpreted, or re-constructed, at many levels during the life of the research process and 

beyond, as they are theorized, written and read”. In order to proceed to discuss the 

managerial identity construction of women managers, I first draw together the 

understandings the interviewees hold on career, management and gender (table 13). The 

discourses I formed out of them are gathered in table 14. It is indeed intriguing what 
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kinds of discursive forms different concepts receive in talk, how things are done in 

interaction (see e.g. Weatherall & Gallois 2003).  
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TABLE 13. Understandings related to career, management and gender 

 
Career Management Gender 
*progress not own result *depends on one's *gender as power strategy
*title/position characteristics *gender as a basic
not important *seizing the opportunity framework
*career as work *internal and external *essential differences
*opportunities cannot be satisfaction between men
left unused *identification with what you do and women
*career cycles *'I know I can' *does not belong to 
*depends on one's *title/position not important work life
characteristics *contents of the work *personal matter
*inner satisfaction *growth to the requirements *take advantage of
*career meant for others *practical level important *femininity a resource
*unconscious planning *insecurity *'things are things'
*need to go forward *no absolute value *gender as tactics to
*recognizing what one *willingness to give up make oneself heard
wants the managerial position *femininity vs. 
*managing your *management no big thing masculinity
own career *power through responsibility *gender exaggeration
*personal drive, need to *resistance of masculinity *biology/essentialism
show to oneself *influence *motherhood
*organizational influence *authority necessary *natural fact
*competences will be *informal authority *'we are human beings, 
rewarded through leadership not men and women'
*not through your *need to run the show *feminism as
own initiative *what is appropriate good and bad

gender behavior *gender not an issue, 
*need to maintain a complete although can be an 
persona despite struggles advantage
*need to maintain credibility *you have to make it
as a woman manager through competence 
*femininity as alternative although harder 
*masculine vs. feminine for women
characteristics *'gender does not
*femininity as uniqueness matter but still…'
*management is about *becomes salient when
doing everything used for some special 
*emphasis on leadership purpose
*belittling oneself as a manager *women lower
*'I just work here' themselves
*grateful for the opportunity *successful women
*self-development as threats 
*limitations in one's head *traditional femininity 
*self-analysis resisted and maintained
*remain true to oneself simultaneously
*self-inspection *provides action
*protection strategies repertoire

*meaning of appearance
*traditional womanhood
as a resource  
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TABLE 14. Discourses related to career, management and gender 

 
Career discourses Management discourses Gender discourses
* passivity * outside the ivory tower * gender as a strategy:
(me as inactive) * low profile management denial
* recognized vs. * responsibility understatement
unrecognized * self-knowledge indifference

pride  
 

The understandings related to careers and career making position the women managers as 

inactive, that is, there is a passivity discourse present in their talk. In addition to the 

passivity discourse, I find there to be juxtaposition between what the interviewees 

recognize to be part of themselves, and what is reserved for other people only. This I call 

a recognition discourse.  

 

Management in the interviewees’ talk appears as low profile management, and is not 

done in any ivory towers. There is also a strong responsibility discourse present. 

Additionally, in order to be able to act as a manager, one must know oneself well. This I 

call a self-knowledge discourse.  

 

In the gender talk, gender appears in four ways. It can be understated, denied or 

approached with indifference, or celebrated with pride. The talk however reveals that 

gender is often used as a strategy; thus a gender as a strategy discourse can be detected.  

 

In the spirit of Marshall & Wetherell (1989; see also Harding 2003; Helms Mills 2003), I 

am interested in how identity representations appear in discourses, how people make 

sense of themselves in relation to their jobs and their gender.  Furthermore, I rely heavily 

on the personal self, or personal identity, constructs (see the model by Brewer & Gardner 

2004). Next I examine what kinds of identity (and counter identity) positions can be read 

out of the discourses formed out of the interviewees’ talk. The identity positions show 

what kinds of identities are defended and what kinds of identities are resisted. (see e.g. 

Gherardi & Poggio 2001).  
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What does it mean to be a manager (cf. Stets & Burke 2003)?  The discourses stemming 

from the management talk position the interviewees specifically as anti-heroines; 

practicing management is no big deal, and the managerial position as such is downplayed. 

By belittling not only managerial work, but also themselves as managers, the 

interviewees demystify the ‘significance’ of managerial work (see e.g. Alvesson & 

Sveningsson 2003a), and gravitate towards postheroic leadership (see Fletcher 2004; 

Fletcher 1999). Thus, the interviewees distance themselves from the idealization and 

glorification of managerial work, positioning themselves as ‘de-idealizers’. Furthermore, 

the interviewees want to become identified as responsibility bearers, not conforming to 

the authoritarian power and resisting the direct use of power in their managerial practices.  

 

The interviewees present self-knowledge to be fundamental in order to succeed as a 

manager. Here an identity position that could be called a ‘self-analyzer’ becomes evident. 

Additionally, there seems to be an identity position that could be called as a self-blamer; 

the interviewees are very aware that no one else is to be blamed but themselves, if things 

go wrong. Everything depends on oneself, and oneself only.  

 

The career talk positions the interviewees to be very passive. The identity positions 

detected from the career talk present the interviewees as believing in faith, trusting their 

destinies to the hands of others and waiting things to happen. Thus, for example a career 

climber identity is not possible. The passivity discourse also presents the interviewees as 

inherently social (see e.g. Brewer & Gardner 2004; Czarniawska-Joerges 2004; Ryan & 

Deci 2003; Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001; Kerfoot & Knights 1998), that is, the career 

identity is formed together with the social environment in the sense that encouragement 

and guidelines are drawn from social relationships. Specifically in the career talk, there 

are also references to the search of other people’s approval when making career decisions 

(cf. Ryan & Deci 2003; Hearn 2002; Alvesson & Billing 1997). I find this to relate to 

confidence-building processes as well, that are claimed to be the cornerstone of one’s 

work identity (Mainiero & Sullivan 2006). In order to strengthen one’s views and 

feelings, support and encouragement is drawn from other people, as well.  
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As is argued by Harding (2003), one’s managerial self is not an essentialized entity 

formed only out of management discourse, but other discourses affect that, as well. The 

discourses related to gender position the interviewees into a 2 x 2 -matrix (see chapter 

7.3.), where gender is approached with denial, indifference, understatement and/or pride. 

It is notable that these positions can overlap. Thus, from the point of view of identity 

positions, the interviewees appear as gender strategists; gender is taken advantage of if it 

is appropriate context-wise. Interestingly, otherwise gender often loses its’ visibility, and 

rarely it is considered to be a rational qualifier either for oneself in general or from the 

point of view of managerial work. Crawford & Unger (2000) claim that a variety of 

strategies is used when people try to make the world a predictable and orderly place. 

More often than not, the interviewees use different approaches to gender in order to 

explain it away and present it as not having importance at all. Gender indeed seems to 

threaten the predictability and orderliness of the world, and not least the predictability 

and orderliness of work life (cf. Ropo et al. 2005; Acker 1990).  

 

Ely & Padavic (2007) argue that our gender identities develop from the stories we choose 

to tell about what it means to be a female or a male, how these understandings shape who 

we are, and how they influence what happens to us. It is interesting why so often gender 

is presented as having of little importance only, if even that, in the stories people 

explicitly tell. Gender would rather be dismissed, as if we did not have gender identities 

at all. As is argued by Ridgeway & Correll (2004), gender often works as a background 

identity only; it is implicit, being though present culturally and cognitively, but seldom it 

is in focus.  

 

West & Zimmerman (1987) state that we can play with different social identities 

depending on the context, but we are always men or women. Most often this was not 

highlighted in any way in the interview data, but gender had to be read from often 

implicit and conflicting comments. Anyhow, it could be read, and thus, each of the 

interviewees is doing gender in their own ways. (cf. Wodak 2003; Nkomo & Cox 1996; 

Ely 1995; Skevington & Baker 1989)  
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8 DISCUSSION: WHERE DOES THIS ALL LEAD TO? 
 

It is time for conclusions. In this chapter I will go through the research questions set in 

the beginning of this research in a reverse order, starting from the subquestions and 

finally answering to the main research question.   

 

First, I was interested in how women managers make sense of and construct their 

managerial careers?  

 

What emerged from the interviewees’ career talk was that there lies a strong passivity or 

modesty discourse (cf. Kerfoot & Knights 1999; Cameron 1992). The ‘me’ in career talk 

is faded out and constructed to be very passive; the credit is given either to someone else 

(e.g. I was offered the job) or to some abstraction (e.g. it was all about luck). More often 

than not career theorizing has treated human beings as active constructors of their own 

careers. However, this research shows that in career making, chance, luck and fate take 

over the center stage, at least on the surface (see e.g. Eaton & Bailyn 2000; Mitchell et al. 

1999). Career climber is an identity position that is keenly resisted. Of the discourses and 

identity positions detected in this study, the identity position based on the career passivity 

discourse is nonetheless the most social in the sense that support and approval for one’s 

career decisions, as well as confidence in them, is drawn from one’s environment (see 

e.g. Mainiero & Sullivan 2006; Brewer & Gardner 2004; Czarniawska-Joerges 2004; 

Ryan & Deci 2003; Hearn 2002; Aaltonen & Kovalainen 2001; Kerfoot & Knights 1998; 

Alvesson & Billing 1997). 

 

Even if a strong passivity discourse is promoted, there are contradictions in the career 

talk. Although career making is rarely recognized, but rather denied, the need to aspire to 

managerial positions is still implicitly present. There is a discourse that juxtaposes 

recognized and unrecognized career making, that is, what is approved to be part of 

oneself, and what appears as alien to oneself. When careers are made, they are made 

specifically to oneself; career making is a way to show that ‘I can make it’, not 

necessarily to other people, but indeed to oneself. Thus, the subjective side of careers is 
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also strongly emphasized (cf. Buttner 2001; Sturges 1999; Arthur & Rousseau 1996; 

Powell & Mainiero 1992; Sheppard 1992).  

 

I would argue that personal career management is not that often practiced (cf. Baruch 

2004; Arnold 2001; Sturges 2001; Schein 1987), but it cocoons itself to and becomes 

evident in other kinds of plannings (e.g. how to develop oneself or one’s firm). It is also 

justified to ask if the career stories were different would the interviewed women 

managers be in some other positions than in managerial positions (cf. Gabriel et al. 2000).  

 

The interviewees are more comfortable when talking about themselves as ‘normal’ 

workers instead of career makers; managerial career particularly appears as ‘only’ work 

(cf. Arthur & Rousseau 1996; Lehtonen 1995; Hennig & Jardim 1977), and there are no 

fancy managerial careers. This is also evident in the interviewees’ ways to describe 

themselves as managers.  

 

With the discourses found in the interviewees’ career talk, the traditional and strong 

career understandings become challenged (cf. Coupland 2004). Career as a concept and 

career making in particular are not self-evident at all (cf. Baruch 2004; Inkson & Arthur 

2001; Gabriel et al. 2000; Adamson 1997; Arthur & Rousseau 1996; Inkson 1995; Silius 

1995). 

 

Second, I was intrigued how management and leadership are perceived by women 

managers. The data reveals that management is, above all, about doing everything (cf. 

Harding 2003). The interviewees resist the heroic notions of management and leadership 

(see e.g. Bartram 2005; Fletcher 2004; Olsson 2002; Sonnenfeld 2002; Aaltio-Marjosola 

2001; Alvesson & Willmott 1996) and find there to be nothing extraordinary in 

conducting managerial practices (cf. Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003a). I call this an 

outside the ivory tower –discourse.  

 

Managerial position is no absolute value to any of the interviewees, they strongly resist 

the idea of that. Thus, the interviewees appear as de-idealizers of managerial work. Many 
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of the interviewees have pondered if they have anything more to give in the current 

managerial position. Life can for example be conceptualized to proceed in cycles, where 

managerial position is only one stage, and from there, any direction is possible. Cornelius 

& Skinner (2008), when exploring careers of senior women and men in human resource 

management, found that opportunities that fit one’s values are sought; drastic career 

moves can be made in order to make one’s career to suit one’s lifestyle.  

 

What is eye-catching in the interviewees’ talk about the meanings of management is that 

the notion of authoritative power is not present. Thus, the interviewees conform to the 

responsibility discourse (cf. Kerfoot & Knights 1999; see also Gilligan 1982). In spite of 

explicit power being absent from talk, I would argue that more subtle notions of power 

are however concealed in the responsibility discourse, and more importantly, in the 

accounts given to gender. As is argued by Aaltio (2002), female management is often 

presented in a way that is neither manipulative (cf. this research) nor ideological. Acker 

(1990) suggests that women failing to take power and to use it are at odds with images of 

women as supportive and nurturing. To follow Acker’s (1990) argument, the interviewees 

present themselves through responsibility, commonly held as a feminine characteristic, in 

order not to clash with traditional images of womanhood.  

 

There are also some interesting implications for the images held in public of women as 

good leaders. I strongly endorse to the view of Keohane (2007): she considers leadership 

to be so multifaceted and complex phenomenon that generalizations about all (women) 

leaders just are not possible. To go further, Alvesson & Sveningsson (2003b; see also 

Carroll & Levy 2008; Kelly 2008) even challenge the whole existence of the leadership 

label, stating that leadership might in fact be a very rare bird. It is eagerly constructed by 

different parties, but when taking a closer look, does it stand up to inspection? Does it 

stand up to the inspection of gender implications attached to it?  

 

Leadership to the interviewees is not necessarily self-evident at all, and womanhood as 

such does not guarantee good leadership qualities, although this may be suggested in the 

most stereotypical and simplistic accounts made of women managers in general.  In fact, 
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many of the interviewees state that human resource management is the most challenging 

and the most difficult for them; an area where they really need to improve themselves.  

 

In relation to leadership, this research surfaced a practical implication to be considered, as 

well. The current leadership discourse itself is so abstract that it may be difficult to know 

how leadership really should be put into practice (cf. Carroll & Levy 2008). How to do 

simple everyday things with people? How to be with people in the first place? This again 

implies that human resource management practices, although so often referred to as 

women’s assets, are hard to implement in all but name. Thus I would argue that what 

managers really need is everyday concrete support to conduct managerial practices, not 

just another abstract management fashion or fad.  

 

A single truth on women managers’ careers, their ways to conceptualize them (cf. 

Marshall 2000; see also Sturges 1999), and their managerial practices is, of course, 

impossible to find. But what nonetheless seems to apply to all interviewees is that they 

appear through a low profile-management discourse, as uncomplicated, down to earth 

and hands-on managers.   

 

What also strongly surfaced in the interviewees’ management talk was the importance of 

self-knowledge and the importance of knowing ‘what is me’ and ‘what is not me’ (cf. 

Schein 1987). I call this a self-knowledge discourse. The interviewees are very 

cognizant of their own limitations and weaknesses (cf. authencity in Mainiero & 

Sullivan’s (2006) kaleidoscope career model). Interestingly, all they blame is themselves, 

when someone is needed to be blamed; ‘there is the mirror, you can take a look at it, you 

do not need to go any further’. Limitations to one’s management are seen to be in one’s 

head. However, in order to appear as acceptable in the eyes of outsiders, particularly as 

gendered personas, it is sometimes necessary to limit one’s means of expression and 

control one’s persona in order to maintain one’s credibility. As is argued, there are 

unwritten codes of gender appropriate behavior, of which we are often unaware unless 

they are violated by acting differently than expected (see e.g. Ridgeway & Correll 2004; 

Crawford & Unger 2000). 
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Gergen (2003) considers the emotional well-being to be central to all facets of life. It is 

evident in the interview data that whatever you do, you have to feel good about it. I can 

well agree with Mischenko (2005) when she argues that we are living times of self-

consciousness and self-construction. Despite the limitations possibly set from outside (cf. 

the above-mentioned expectations of gender appropriate behavior), the managerial 

identity must allow one’s persona to show, otherwise you cannot be a complete person 

(cf. Watson 2008), and succeed as a manager.  

 

Third, I was interested in what meanings women managers give to gender. A single 

discourse cannot exhaust what ‘woman’ signifies. Alike, individuals occupying the 

subject position ‘woman’ face the possibilities and ambiguities resulting from the 

concept’s instability. (Holmer-Nadesan 1996) 

 

The gender talk indeed appears to be multifaceted and complex (cf. Ely 1995). Gender is 

struggled, it is belittled, it is ignored and it is celebrated; I see there to be a gender as a 

strategy -discourse. Often, gender is presented as having and not having importance at 

the same time. There is a very contradictory gender discourse ‘now you see it, now you do 

not’ (cf. Marshall 1984). The interviewees construct gender either visible or invisible 

depending on the situation, and in different contexts gender gets different meanings. A 

kind of ‘gender kaleidoscope’ could be imagined, providing different approaches to 

tackle with it (cf. Mischenko 2005). According to the interviews, alternative gender 

identities can emerge, even simultaneously. Gender is also often hidden behind the 

competence discourse or the neutrality discourse; discourses that dominate the Finnish 

work life (cf. Korvajärvi 1996; Korvajärvi & Kinnunen 1996; Eräsaari et al. 1995; Silius 

1995). However, gender is unavoidably done (cf. West & Zimmerman 1987), although 

the appearance of it may take different forms.  

 

One of the most interesting phenomena in the gender as a strategy –discourse is that 

gender becomes evident when it is utilized power-wise, and when it is taken advantage of. 

When promoting things, gender is exaggerated in order to guarantee successful results, 

‘by being a blonde and by exaggerating that you get what you want’. Alvesson (1998) 
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argues that there are certain limits to gender and that for women, a right place does not 

exist. Women either present themselves as too feminine and even as ’dumb blondes’ or as 

totally contrary, as hard and harsh, as masculine. This makes me indeed think if women 

are ever accepted, but they should find some sort of a happy medium in order to be ‘real’ 

women (cf. Lämsä 2003; Vinnicombe & Singh 2002; Sheppard 1992; Kanter 1977).  

 

Of course it is relevant to ask why gender should be important in any setting. As is 

argued extensively, gender is an essential part of our identities (cf. Aaltio-Marjosola 

2001; Alvesson 1998; Abrams 1989; Marshall 1984), and as a social identity it is a strong 

marker (Kottke & Agars 2005; Wodak 2003; Nkomo & Cox 1996, Skevington & Baker 

1989). My understanding is that we cannot proceed in our lives without being categorized 

as either male or female, as women and as men. I agree with Kärreman & Alvesson 

(2001) in that gender categorization operates as a cognitive tool to make sense of our 

social environment. 

 

In the managerial context, the interviewees attach certain features to be characteristic for 

women. These characteristics, when describing oneself, can be resisted or taken 

advantage of. The traditional gender beliefs attached to women can even appear as a 

positive inner gender repertoire for women. This is thought to give a larger operating 

space namely for women. But as already stated earlier, although female gender can be 

considered to give surprising room for maneuvre, at the same time it can limit one’s 

means to express oneself, the pressures of which come from outside. There are struggles 

what is acceptable gender behavior (how far the limits of gender can be stretched) and 

after all, only certain acting as a gendered persona is allowed. Feminity and feminine 

characteristics are also construed as otherness, specifically in the stereotypical 

descriptions related to women and men (cf. airline pilot cannot be a blonde, short 

woman).  

 

Billing & Alvesson (2000) argue that women managers do not necessarily conform to the 

feminine orientations; masculinity and femininity are potentially present in all human 

beings. All the interviewees considered themselves to be more or less feminine; 
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masculinity came to the surface if it was of some use (cf. taking advantage of femininity). 

However, more often than not gender appeared through stereotypes, and the images of 

femininity and masculinity were not challenged as such.  

 

Fourth, I was fascinated about what kinds of managerial identities can be constructed 

out of the discourses of career, management and gender in order to be able to answer 

to the main research question how women managers construct their managerial 

identities. 

 

Many current identity theories suggest that different identities become salient context-

dependently, and that contradictory and changing managerial identities are likely to exist 

(see e.g. Alvesson et al. 2008; Kreiner et al. 2006; Mischenko 2005; Simpson & Lewis 

2005; Collinson 2003; Ryan & Deci 2003; Stets & Burke 2003; Sveningsson & Alvesson 

2003; Wodak 2003; Litosseliti 2002; Kärreman & Alvesson 2001; Kerfoot & Knights 

1998; Hatch 1997; Gergen 1991). Especially from the viewpoint of gender, 

contradictions, incompatibilities and tensions became to the fore in the interviewees’ talk. 

The interviewees did not present any coherent gender identities, but varied them 

according to the context (e.g. at work in general, gender does not matter at all, but when 

gender is needed to advance something, gender suddenly becomes important), treating 

gender either with terms of pride, denial, indifference or understatement.  

 

I call the identity positions that can be found in the interviewees’ management talk anti-

heroine, demystifier and de-idealizer. The interviewees eagerly distance themselves from 

the managerial hero discourses, finding there to be nothing mysterious or glorious in 

managerial work. Management appears only as very mundane.  

 

Self-knowledge is considered to be fundamental for one’s identity, and the interviewees 

take an identity position that could be called a self-analyzer. Many of the interviewees 

engage in introspection in that they consciously examine themselves. It could be argued 

that without knowing oneself one cannot act as a manager. It is also important that as a 

manager, one can express oneself.  
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As a conclusion, the managerial identity construction can be presented with figure 9.  

 

Managerial
identity

Managerial
identity

Self-knowledge
What is in the core in me

•What is / what is not 
recognized to be part of 

oneself

Me as a manager
How do I see myself as a 

manager
•anti-heroine
•demystifier
•de-idealizer

Me as a gendered persona
Construction of female gender

Affects both ways

Affe
cts

 bo
th 

way
s

Am
big

uit
y

•Strategist
•denial
•indifference
•pride
•understatement  

 

FIGURE 9. Managerial identity in motion 

 

It has been suggested that there are shifting, relational and contradictory discursive 

constructions in women’s identity work (Olsson & Walker 2004). As Harding (2003; 

Weatherall & Gallois 2003) argues, our selves are discursive constructions that draw 

from multiple discourses; thus we all have multiple selves. When the construction of 

managerial identity is examined from the discourses and identity positions present in 

managerial career, managerial practices and gender talk, these arguments become 

reinforced. 

 

In the model presented in figure 9 it is assumed that one’s gender affects one’s 

managerial practices and the other way around. Different gender identity positions are 

taken according to different managerial situations, and different managerial situations 
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require different gender identity positions. Similarly, self-knowledge is seen to be crucial 

for managerial work, and managerial work cannot be really conducted if one does not 

know oneself. The connection between gender and self-knowledge is far more complex, 

as the gender representations are ambiguous and gender is often totally distinguished 

from oneself.  

 

To conclude, on the basis of this research, I argue that by studying women managers it 

is possible to demystify the abstract managerial ideals and open up their taken-for-

granted masculine subtexts. Managerial practices in the interview data appear as very 

hands-on practices; the interviewed women managers challenge the prevailing 

management and leadership discourses, and specifically resist the hero discourse (cf. 

Coupland 2004; Maier 1997). It is also argued elsewhere that women managers see 

themselves pretty different from the general assumptions about management (cf. Marshall 

& Wetherell 1989).  

 

What emerges from the interview data is that self-knowledge is critical from the point 

of view of managerial work; the interviewed women managers deem a coherent self-

image to be of utmost importance in order to conduct their managerial practices. 

Although identities may shift and change, that is, different kinds of identities surface 

context-dependently, a coherent and profound self-image (what is in the core in me, who 

am I and who am I not) is seen to be crucial (cf. Simpson & Lewis 2005; Sveningsson & 

Alvesson 2003; Litosseliti 2002; Alvesson 1998; Kerfoot & Knights 1998; Alvesson & 

Billing 1997; Deaux & Major 1987). 

 

However, there are struggles, juxtapositions, inconsistencies and ambiguities in the 

interviewees’ talk that become specifically evident when talking about gender. Curiously, 

gender often remains as a ‘black spot’ when talking about oneself. In the managerial 

context, gender is often hidden and/or denied, but it becomes highly visible when it 

is taken advantage of, that is, used as a strategy.  
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8.1 Further research: where to go from here? 

 

In this research I have only grasped the concept of identity from a managerial 

perspective, but that has rooted a growing craving to develop it further. A broader and 

deeper understanding of how identities are constructed and what affects them is required; 

that is a theme that continues to attract me. Additionally, it would be titillating to study 

men and women managers in interaction; for example to study situations when they are 

interacting with each other by observation. What would this reveal of gender dynamics? 

How would gender be represented in these kinds of situations? What kinds of identities 

would be conveyed in different interaction situations? 

 

With each interviewee, during the second interview round we briefly discussed the 

interpretations I had made from the first interviews. However, in order to gain a broader 

and fuller picture, I believe that a-get-together discussion with all the interviewees would 

help to develop this research further and bring fore interesting viewpoints.  

 

I have not grasped the issue of sexuality in this research, but to further develop the 

working with the data, sexuality in the sense how it is constructed and used, specifically 

in managerial situations, would be an interesting avenue to follow.  

 

A phenomenon that surprised me was how many of the interviewees talked about envy 

and spite they received especially from other women. I think this needs its’ own 

discussion and a detailed analysis in the future.  

 

Now that I look back, it would be intriguing to conduct further research at the conceptual 

level, as well, for example by studying how firm the taken-for-granted concepts like 

management and leadership really are. One thing that became evident in the course of the 

interviews was the unquestioning of the concepts. I became to think this when one of my 

interviewees asked me how to define success; what is meant with it? This notion led my 

thoughts to the concept of career, which was much more discussed that any other 
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concept. In fact, whereas career raised vivid confrontations, other concepts appeared as 

much more self explanatory, even simplistic.  

 

In this research, I have not taken into account the fact that all the interviewees are from a 

very limited area. Are there some regional implications that do not apply in other parts in 

Finland (e.g. cultural implications)? That again remains to be studied later.  

 

8.2 Limitations of the study 

 

I believe that “truth is unattainable because reality itself is not single and static, and 

reality is also inevitably influenced and altered by any processes through which a 

researcher attempts to investigate and represent it” (Taylor 2001a, 319). Does this then 

mean that the conventional criteria for evaluation (generalizability, reliability and 

validity) do not apply (see e.g. Janesick 2000; Alasuutari 1995)? My research material 

consists of total 25 interviews (13 interviewees attended the first interview round, 12 

interviewees attended the second interview round). By no means can I expect any kind of 

generalizability. But the interviewees are in the core matter of my research phenomenon 

and the best experts on that I can imagine. Thus, the descriptions given to phenomena, 

and understandings and theoretical interpretations are in the core instead of ‘the trinity of 

psychometrics’ (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2003; Janesick 2000). 

 

The readings I have made of the research material are informed by the perspectives and 

positions I have taken on this research (cf. Rhodes 2000). My readings are not attempts to 

capture ‘the final Truth’, as ‘the Truth’ is not within these research parameters relevant. 

This study is only one version of reality, competing and colliding, but also echoing, with 

other versions (cf. Cohen et al. 2004). Rather, what is relevant is the plausibility of my 

readings (see e.g. Helms Mills 2003). The explanations must fit the descriptions, meaning 

that the researcher must produce credible explanations (Janesick 2000). Rhodes (2000, 

25) writes that “multiple readings are always possible and… no criterion of truth can be 

used to suggest which is the ‘best’ reading… different readings lead to different 
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consequences”. My interpretations are contestable and open for reinterpretations in the 

sense that other people may for example read different significances in them than what I 

have read, or find different nuances to stories told (cf. Beech & Sims 2007; Alvesson & 

Billing 1997). 

 

What I like in the feminist as well as in the social constructionist research is the 

acknowledgement of the researcher, that is, the researcher is not an objective outsider, 

who can produce objective results. Rather, the researcher co-produces the research with 

the research participants as a gendered persona. (cf. Alasuutari 1995; Burr 1995; Marshall 

1995) Thus, my interviews are not “uncontamined by human interaction” (Burr 1995, 

160). Additionally, the researcher by necessity has some sorts of assumptions that inform 

how the research is conducted. While I was conducting the interviews, I could not switch 

off my cultural knowledge about the issues under discussion; I could not pretend that I 

did not know anything of the issues under study (cf. Antaki & Widdicombe 1998; Burr 

1995). As Helms Mills (2005, 247) writes, “an individual’s experience is grounded in the 

context of a pre-existing set of rules that, at the very least, constrain how a situation is 

viewed”. This applies just as well here. I cannot escape what I already know.  

 

In this research, I offer one perspective to the examination of the phenomenon at hand. I 

have specifically read my research material through gender lenses. If the material were 

taken as such and looked at for example from a more realist perspective, there is no doubt 

that the conclusions would be very different.  

 

There is an obvious lack of triangulation in this research (cf. Denzin & Lincoln 2003a). 

Keso, Lehtimäki & Pietiläinen (2006) argue that in the Finnish business research context, 

we are used to case studies with large amount of data. But in the case of meaning making 

practices, small amount of data is more adequate, and this inevitably limits the 

triangulation, as well. Additionally, I have become aware of the ‘novice researcher’s 

syndrome’: the analysis of the research material has surfaced what I should have asked.   
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To be representative sample of Finnish women managers, their stories should be told in a 

larger context (cf. Winn 2004). Neither does this study give possibilities “to larger macro-

level societal analysis” (Arenius & Kovalainen 2006, 35). Rather, this research offers 

situated knowledge; the ‘truths’ that I have interpreted from my research data are located 

within a particular community at a particular time. “Descriptions and explanations can be 

valid so long as one does not mistake local conventions for universal truth.” (Gergen & 

Gergen 2000, 1032) After all, the material I have gathered provides only a snapshot to the 

interviewed women managers’ lives.  
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Epilogue 
 

The journey I have made with my dissertation project has been rich and complex. For a 

project it has been; a project that started years ago, and now finally, one stage is reached.  

It has not only shaped my understandings of things and world in general, but also the way 

I perceive myself, and I believe that this project has made a remarkable contribution to 

my personal development. When I started my dissertation journey, I had no idea that this 

would be the end product. The journey has been full of struggles (What if I do this? How 

about that? Oh, now I got it! (yeah, so you think) etc.) that have continued all the way 

through, and will no doubt continue in my future undertakings. But those struggles have 

taught me to see what is important to me and what it is that I really want to research. 

 

To reflect back the work I have done, no matter how rewarding the process of writing a 

dissertation is, it is also a very painful process. Spending years familiarizing myself with 

a never-ending amount of theories has provided a safe haven; a safe haven in the sense 

that you can always count on what someone else has said. With my own data, I have to 

lay myself bare. That is frightening. I have no one to rely on. There are words in the 

paper, talk in the recordings. Who am I to judge what is important in them? In the wee 

hours of the night flashes of bright moments and despair take turns. The devil in me 

whispers: you are never going to make it. The angel in me sings: hang on, you are so 

close. But that battle is in the core of everything, it makes everything meaningful for me. 

That battle means that something is about to come out. I just have to trust myself.  

 

What I have tried to bring out in this work is the diversiveness of managerial practices, 

how they are reflected and constructed in talk. I have examined everything through the 

lenses of gender, as it is a concept that keeps fascinating me. I have also tried to bring out 

the meaning of language; the idea that Gergen (2003, 66) puts most beautifully: “We 

swim in a sea of words”. On the importance of discourses producing and constructing our 

identities, Burr (1995, 54) notes that “discourse is to the person as water is to the fish”. 

We cannot live without language or any other sign systems.   



 

 

219

I am aware of my use of words: my style of writing is far from scientific ideals, if it 

means being precise, brief and unambiguous; Gherardi (1995, 31; see also Mischenko 

2005; Westwood & Clegg 2003; Alvesson & Kärreman 2000a; Czarniawska 1998) talks 

about “the asceticism of technical and bureaucratic language [which] forbids the aesthetic 

pleasure of nuances, of subtleties and indeterminacy”. She writes that in the context of 

gender, where rich, complex and contradictory symbolic universes are explored, and 

which arouse profound emotions, there are many and good reasons to employ ambiguous 

discourses. I thus hope that my love for words is reflected in this research.  

 

Ultimately, I hope this research gives food for thought for both women and men when 

fighting against the masculine straightjackets (cf. Mainiero & Sullivan 2006; Kerfoot & 

Knights 1998; cf. Collinson 2003), and that I have not created a ‘feminine ghetto’ (Lloyd 

1989). I also hope that the results of this research have created a discursive space that 

enables the coming out of new, less masculine ways of conceptualizing managerial work 

(cf. Fletcher 1998).  
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