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Abstract  
Many women that attempt to climb the managerial hierarchy often only reach to a certain 

point until they encounter the glass ceiling. The phenomenon of the glass ceiling is a 

transparent barrier that hinders women’s progress in their professional career, and there 

are many factors involved with creating the glass ceiling. In male-dominated 

organizations, this phenomenon is the most widespread, resulting in few women who 

reach managerial positions. Previous research mainly highlights the existence of the 

phenomenon, whereas studies focusing on successful solutions to reduce these barriers 

are noticeably few. Considering the importance of gender diversity, why does the glass 

ceiling phenomenon still exist? What actions are taken to eliminate this? 

 

This thesis explores the experiences of women working in a male-dominated company in 

Gävleborg, Sweden, and seeks to identify common barriers, what actions the company 

take to enable women to managerial positions, and what effects it has on sustainability.  

 

The study has been conducted as a qualitative case study, focusing on one case company. 

The research data have been collected through semi-structured interviews, with five 

women working as managers in the studied case company. A theoretical framework 

emerged from the literature research, which was then compared with the collected data in 

a discussion.  

 

The interviewed women stated that they had been discriminated and, at some point, had 

to adapt their working-style in order to prove themselves capable and be accepted as 

managers. The most resistance had been from the older men at the case company. Also, 

family-friendly practices had been a barrier for the majority of the women, as well as 

some had experienced limited access in their development. Even though the case 

company put a great focus on diversity and inclusion, it seems that the gender equality 

dimension is sometimes disregarded. Some actions have been done by the case company, 

such as: adopting the job advertisements to attract women, putting up goals in regards of 

female managers etc. Nevertheless, the connection between gender equality and 

sustainability appears somewhat limited.  
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Sammanfattning 
Många kvinnor som försöker etablera sig i organisationens hierarki når många gånger 

endast till en viss nivå innan de bemöter glastaket. Detta är ett fenomen som bildar en 

transparant barriär som hindrar utvecklingen av kvinnors karriär, och det är många 

faktorer som är inblandade för att skapa glastaket. Det är främst inom mansdominerade 

organisationer som detta fenomen har störst utspridning, vilket resulterar i att få kvinnor 

lyckas nå chefspositioner. Vidare, har tidigare forskning främst belyst existensen av detta 

fenomen, medan studier som fokuserar på framgångsrika lösningar för att minska dessa 

barriärer, är märkbart få. Utifrån vikten av jämställdhet mellan könen, varför finns 

fortfarande fenomenet glastaket? Vilka åtgärder tas för att eliminera detta?  

 

Denna studie utforskar upplevelserna hos kvinnor som arbetar i ett mansdominerat 

företag, i Gävleborg, Sverige, och försöker att identifiera vanliga barriärer, vilka åtgärder 

företaget tar för att möjliggöra att kvinnor kan nå chefspositioner, och vilka effekter detta 

har på hållbarheten.  

 

Arbetet är en kvalitativ fallstudie, med fokus på ett fallföretag. Data för studie har samlats 

in med hjälp av semistrukturerade intervjuer, med fem kvinnor som arbetar som chefer 

inom fallföretaget. En teoretisk referensram togs fram genom litteratursökningar som 

sedan ställdes i en jämförelse med den insamlade data i en diskussion.   

 

Studien visar att de intervjuade kvinnorna, vid något tillfälle, har blivit diskriminerade, 

samt har behövt anpassat sin arbets-stil utifrån behovet att bevisa sig kapabla och för att 

bli accepterade som chefer. Det största motståndet har de främst fått ifrån äldre män på 

fallföretaget. Dessutom, har familjevänliga anpassningar på företaget ansetts som en 

barriär för majoriteten av kvinnorna, och vissa hade även upplevt begränsad tillgång till 

utvecklingsmöjligheter. Trots att fallföretaget lägger ett stort fokus på mångfald och 

inkludering, verkar det som att jämställdhet mellan könen är en dimension som många 

gånger bortses ifrån. Vissa åtgärder har dock vidtagits på fallföretaget, så som: anpassade 

arbetsannonser för att locka fler kvinnor, uppsatta mål gällande kvinnliga chefer etc. 

Ändock verkar sambandet mellan jämställdhet och hållbarhet något begränsad.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Background 
In recent years, there has been an increasing number of studies investigating barriers for 

women in organizations to make their way to managerial positions. These barriers are 

problematic from many perspectives, both for women and society as a whole. One area 

in which gender equality seems to be critical is in the context of environmental 

management. For example, the UN’s Conference on Environment and Development in 

1992 stated that “women have a vital role in environmental management and 

development” and that “their full participation is therefore essential to achieve sustainable 

development” (Agenda 21, 1992; UN General Assembly, 1992).  This sentiment is 

echoed by Shinbrot et al. (2019) who highlight the importance of including women in 

environmental management and development.  

Despite this, sustainable development leaders are most frequently men, and women still 

face major barriers to becoming leaders (Wynarczyk and Renner, 2006). The evolution 

of climate change has worsened rapidly during the years and is predicted to worsen even 

more; therefore, sustainable development must be prioritized in the coming years and one 

part of the solution is to include women to a greater extent in environmental management 

(IPCC, 2018; Bolsø et al., 2018; Shinbrot et al., 2019).  

There are a limited number of studies that examine what kind of practices that actually 

increase the diversity of management in organizations (Dresden et al., 2018; Schoen and 

Rost, 2021). However, some examples of successful corporate strategies exist, such as 

gender training programs, executive bonus when promoting women, mandatory 

workshops etc. (Bergman, 1991; Garland, 1991; Loughran, 1991; Gingras, 2021). 

Furthermore, one remaining syndrome for women working in a managerial position in 

male-dominated professions, is that they feel the pressure to alter their leadership into a 

more ‘masculine’ style of leadership (Gardiner and Tiggemann, 1999; Wynarczyk and 

Renner, 2006; Ganiyu et al., 2018). This indicates a relevance and need for further in-

depth studies of the subject in order to keep improving gender equality, not only within 

organizations, but in society as a whole.  

Based on the problem context described above there are clearly knowledge gaps in 

research of what organizations should do to overcome the obstacles women face in the 

pursuit to reach managerial positions. The understanding of the role of gender is not only 

important for the equality but also for the sustainable development, hence the economic 

development of our society as well (Holliday et al., 2018; Shinbrot et al., 2019). 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine what actions one company in the 

region of Gävleborg, Sweden takes in order to overcome the barriers that women are 

facing today. These barriers are sometimes referred to as the glass ceiling defined by 

Dollija and Çollaku (2013) as “a barrier so subtle that it is transparent, yet so strong that 

it prevents women from moving up in the management hierarchy”. Even though Sweden 

is one of the countries that have quite small wage gap between men and women, the 

gender gaps in terms of women in managerial positions are still large, which may be 

attributed to the aforementioned glass ceiling phenomenon (Sato and Ando, 2017).  

Note that there might be many reasons as to why there are fewer female managers in 

Sweden; for example, research has shown that a high degree of gender equality in 

countries such as Sweden makes women more likely to study subjects and choose career 
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paths that do not lead to what are typically called STEM jobs (Khazan, 2018). As such, 

the glass ceiling is probably not the sole explanation to why there are fewer women in 

managerial positions. Nevertheless, the glass ceiling is arguably a major contributing 

factor and a highly problematic phenomenon that is relevant to investigate further. 

With the problems described as a backdrop, this study will provide a contribution to the 

knowledge, sustainable, and societal motives as to how and why women should be 

included in managerial positions to promote sustainable development.  

1.2. Purpose 
The purpose of the study is to investigate what actions one company in the region of 

Gävleborg take to help women access managerial positions, as well as identify common 

barriers that women are facing. In addition, part of the purpose will also be to investigate 

the effect that gender diversity has on the sustainability of this company. 

 

1.3. Research Questions 
The purpose statement and aim of this thesis presented in the previous section leads to 

the research questions stated below. These will serve as a guideline for the thesis and is 

answered in the end of this paper.  
 

(i) Within the context of the studied case company, what barriers are perceived 

as the most common for women in different positions when trying to reach 

managerial positions?  

 

(ii) Which strategies are the company developing in order to facilitate that women 

can access managerial positions? 

 

(iii) Does gender equality have an effect on sustainability? 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
This chapter introduces literature that is considered relevant for the making of this thesis. 

Moreover, the content of this chapter will be used in the discussion where it is compared 

with the collected data.  

  

2.1. Gender Equality 
Under the international and European law, everyone should be protected from 

discrimination. When the Treaty of Rome was incorporated in 1957, it stated that men 

and women have the right to equal pay for equal work (Grosser, 2009). The EU defines 

gender equality as “an equal visibility, empowerment and participation of both sexes in 

all spheres of public and private life . . . [it] is not synonymous with sameness, with 

establishing men, their life style and conditions as the norm ... [it] means accepting and 

valuing equally the differences between women and men and the diverse roles they play 

in society” (Council of Europe, 1998: 7–8).  

2.1.1. Gender Equality Within the Organization 

Several dimensions need to be covered in regards of gender equality in the workplace, 

specifically; gender diversity, equal access to responsibilities, equal pay, and work-life 

balance (Coron, 2020). Thus, it can be difficult to implement gender equality policies, 

and most of the responsibility lies with the managers, and their goodwill (Woodhams and 

Lupton, 2006). Because of the several dimensions, the workers, and specifically 

managers, have the opportunity to choose to implement only a few of these, based on the 

importance that they grant to each dimension (Scala and Paterson, 2017).  

 

What is important to keep in mind in regards of social representations of gender equality, 

is that there are several aspects that can affect this. For example, workers definitions and 

importance of gender equality can vary based on their preferences, representations and 

environment (Moore, 1990; Acker, 2006). In particular, there may be variations between 

the genders, where women often find gender equality more important than men. This is 

because of that women, in most cases, are more aware of the inequalities (Acker, 2006). 

Hence, it is substantial that each company seeks to identify what the main social 

representations of gender equality is, among the employees (Coron, 2020). 

 

2.2. The Glass Ceiling 
When women attempt to advance in managerial hierarchies, they often encounter a 

transparent barrier (Powell and Butterfield, 2015), commonly referred to as the glass 

ceiling, which first originated in the popular media (Hymowitz and Schellhardt, 1986), 

and thereafter spread quickly. The glass ceiling keeps women from rising above a certain 

organization level. This may have a substantial negative effect on the organization, since 

it limits the ability to attract, engage, and retain female managerial talent. Hence, it also 

restricts the effectiveness of the organization (Powell and Butterfield, 2015).  

 

It can be several reasons for the slow development of gender diversity in organizations, 

but it has been argued that some of the reasons are gender stereotyping – implying that 

women should be more suitable as caregivers and home makers, which may hamper 

women’s access to more complex tasks – and the so-called “the old boy’s network” 

(Heilman, 1997; Gamba and Kleiner, 2001). This network can, in short, be explained as 

an informal channel where male managers seek people similar to themselves, i.e. men 

with the same social class, profession etc., thus, excluding women from the network 

(Gamba and Kleiner, 2001). Hence, this can result in task segregation, which may lead to 
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inequality even in the same job when women are assigned with tasks of low promotability 

(Chan and Anteby, 2016). 

 

These issues are part of creating the phenomenon of the glass ceiling, based on the fact 

that these problems arise from the common perception that co-workers, supervisors, and 

clients often consider it inappropriate for women to perform “male tasks” at work. As a 

result, women that work in male-dominated companies face obstacles because of the 

discriminatory work climate that may be hindering learning, performance and in turn, 

promotion of women (Hultin, 2003).  

 

One common perception from male managers is that their female co-workers are an 

inferior performer and expect less of their performance (Chan and Anteby, 2016). Even 

if male and female managers are exhibiting the same leadership-styles, women are often 

perceived as “bossy” and “pushy”, whereas, in turn, men get recognized as “great leader” 

(Eyring and Stead, 1998). Based on these deeply rooted mindsets, also seen in figure 1, it 

becomes difficult for women to break through the glass ceiling (Sahoo and Lenka, 2016). 

Moreover, even though it exists research to a large extent about the disadvantages for 

women in organizations and the glass ceiling phenomenon, there is still a limited amount 

of research about the actions companies can take to reduce the problematization women 

face, as well as the possible impact on organizational effectiveness based on these issues 

(Powell and Butterfield, 2015).  



 

 5 

 
 

Figure 1. Factors causing glass ceiling, impeding the organizational performance. (Source: Sahoo and 

Lenka, 2016, p. 316). 

 

2.3. Organizational Gender Diversity 
Research has shown that gender diversity within organizations has improved corporate 

communication, stakeholder relations, customer satisfaction, social responsibility, etc. 

(Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Soares et al., 2011), which in turn results in competitive 

advantage for the organization (Sahoo and Lenka, 2016). Singh et al. (2008) argue that 

the contributions of female managers to the organizational performance is because of their 

inherent skills, competencies and traits that men often lack. However, even though many 

studies indicate that female managers contribute to the overall organizational 

performance, most companies still have a tendency to neglect the strive towards gender 

diversity (Jackson, 2001). 
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2.3.1. Gender Diversity in Swedish Organizations 

The Swedish labor market is known for its high degree of overall gender equality, since 

the participation of women is practically on a par with men’s, and with a wage differential 

between the genders that are among the lowest in the industrialized Western world. 

Clearly, the Swedish society as whole stands out with their efforts in welfare 

arrangements that help women to enter and remain in the labor market (Hultin, 2003). 

However, the political concentration has mostly been on the quantitative side of women’s 

labor market situation, hence, the qualitative conditions have been disregarded, meaning 

that women still face difficulties when attempting to advance in the managerial hierarchy 

(Persson and Wadensjö, 1997).  

 

By looking at the gender equality in Sweden from a holistic view, it is a country that have 

made great progress, although there are still substantial gender gaps with regards to the 

share of female managers (Sato and Ando, 2017). In 2012, 36 percent of all managerial 

positions, both in the private and public sector, were occupied by women (Statistics 

Sweden, 2014, cited in Sato and Ando, 2017). Even though the percentage may be high 

in comparison with other countries, these numbers could partially be an effect of the glass 

ceiling, in the way that women in the Swedish labor market only reach to a certain point 

in the managerial hierarchy (Albrecht et al., 2003; Wahlberg, 2010). These numbers have 

improved over the years, yet the phenomenon of the glass ceiling remains, and the 

progress of women in managerial positions moves slowly. In comparison with the 36 

percent women in managerial positions, in both private and public sector in 2012, it has 

only increased to 40 percent in 2018, as seen in figure 2 (SCB, 2020).  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Men and women in managerial positions in Sweden. (Source: SCB, 2020).  
 

According to the Gender Equality Index (EIGE, 2020), Sweden is ranked in first place in 

the EU, with 83.8 points out of 100, in regards to their gender equality progress. 

Nevertheless, the progress has been slow, from 2010, Sweden’s score has increased by 

only 3.7 points, despite this, they still have maintained their leading positions in regards 

of gender equality since 2010. However, even though the wage gap in Sweden has slightly 

narrowed, women still earn less than men, where the gap is the widest in couples with 

children where women earn 26% less than men, compared with single people where 

women earn only 8% less than men (Ibid.). 

 

In order to succeed with gender equality within an organization, there have to exist an 

understanding to how this affects the organization as a whole. Nevertheless, a lot of 

Swedish organizations fall short in this area, they only focus on that the organization 

“should” be equal, e.g. because of the discrimination legislation. When they actually 
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should identify and clarify which positive effects that can arise from perceiving gender 

equality, and thereby create a strong basis to facilitate this (Fägerlind, 2009).  

2.3.2. Women in Male-dominated Professions 

In recent years, more attention has been paid to women in male-dominated fields, and the 

challenges and barriers they are facing (Dresden et al., 2018). Singh et al. (2013) stated 

that approximately 30% of women entering the engineering field, which is dominated by 

men, ends up leaving the profession. This raises the question to why this is happening. 

Gardiner and Tiggemann (1999) mean that women working as managers in a male-

dominated industry experience worse mental health in comparison with their male co-

workers. It is suggested that this may be due to women feeling the pressure to adopt a 

traditionally masculine leadership-style when working in a male-dominated industry, 

which Eagly and Johnson (1990) argue that women do to maintain authority and position. 

As a consequence, the pressure to adopt a masculine leadership style might result in 

higher stress levels among women. In turn, a generally higher stress level might prevent 

them from climbing the managerial hierarchy (Kanter, 1977; Powell, 1988; Davidson and 

Cooper, 1992; Bellamy and Ramsay, 1994). 

 

It has been argued that women working in male-dominated occupations has limited 

opportunities to access necessary resources at work, and to benefit professionally from 

informal networks (Kanter, 1977). Thus, women get excluded from relational and other 

important resources that is needed for advancement at work, which is presented as one of 

the reasons for women’s disadvantages and limitations in male-dominated companies 

(Reskin and Hartmann, 1986; Jacobs, 1989). 
 

The fact that women often may experience these problems when working in male-

dominated professions could be because of the gender expectations; in other words, that 

men are more suitable of performing such job tasks. This could result in employers, 

colleagues and end users to devalue the skills and competencies of women (Bridges et al., 

2021). For example, within the male-dominated industry there is a perception that men 

belong while women do not; because of this, many women may face isolation, 

discrimination, harassment and a requirement to work extra hard based on one’s gender 

(Rosa et al., 2017).  
 

2.4. Barriers Preventing Women to Reach Managerial Positions  
Even though many companies in recent decades have increased their diversity with 

regards to gender, nationality, age and ethnicity, women still face barriers at different 

levels of the organization. As such, the diversity of the overall workforce has made a 

substantial development in the right direction, but with regards to management, however, 

the diversity is still low (Schoen and Rost, 2021). It is argued that the barriers women 

face in their attempt to upward mobility in an organization, are mostly located in the 

advancement processes of employees (Giscombe and Mattis, 2002). Nevertheless, Boye 

and Grönlund (2018) argue that it is a common problem that women encounter a glass 

ceiling immediately after graduation. According to Lyness and Grotto (2018), the 

literature has mainly been concentrating on barriers to women’s advancement, thereby, 

neglecting the solutions in order to provide equal access to managerial positions. 

2.4.1. Recruitment Processes 

It is notable that the difficulties for women start already in the recruitment process, and 

once they are in place at the new workplace. Women and men with the same level of 

education are often sorted into jobs with different requirements, which can lead to 
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different wage and career opportunities. This could represent a glass ceiling that women 

encounter immediately when first entering the labor market (Boye and Grönlund, 2018). 

Walshok (1981) argued, that in some cases when women entering a male-dominated field 

they are faced with obstacles, due to that the male co-workers are unwilling to help them 

in the same way they do with male newcomers. Thus, already from the beginning of the 

process women gets hindered, since a successful on-the-job training often are dependent 

on cooperation from co-workers (Doeringer and Piore, 1971; Reskin and Padavic, 1994). 

 

It is crucial for the employer to give opportunity for everyone, despite gender, to apply 

for job openings and providing equal opportunities for both men and women to get on-

the-job training and skill-developments, thus, facilitate an equality of the genders in 

different kind of work and tasks. This highlights the importance of a continuous work 

with gender equality within the organization, where a good understanding and knowledge 

about how gender affects the individual in each organization is of high cruciality 

(Fägerlind, 2009). However, even if organizations engage in this, it might not be enough 

to facilitate women to reach managerial positions. One important aspect that can be 

involved in the recruitment process is the self-confidence of the applicant, that women’s 

self-view affects the perception of capability to take on a managerial position (Bosak and 

Sczesny, 2008). This could be a result of that the traditional portrayals of leaders are more 

traditionally “masculine”, with characteristics such as assertive, controlling and high 

confidence (Deal and Stevenson, 1998). These characteristics are often more in line with 

men’s than women’s self-perception, which could be a barrier for women to access 

managerial positions (Spence and Buckner, 2000).  

2.4.2. Family-friendly Practices  

The family-friendly practices can be referred to as a group of formal programs that 

company’s develop in order to help employees to balance their personal lives with work 

(Lee and Hong, 2011). Over the years, the number of women in the workforce has 

increased substantially, and at the same time, companies have also increased their 

engagement in regards of family-friendly practices. Even though, the family-friendly 

practices address both men and women, the increased engagement from companies are 

assumed to be because of a demand-driven push from female employees (Joecks et al., 

2021). Hence, it is more likely to believe that female employees benefit more from such 

practices, thus, it can be expected that companies with a higher share of female employees 

make more efforts to meet the needs of women (Dreher, 2003). By doing so, the 

companies can offer family-friendly practices in the form of flextime, day care services 

etc. Although, this is not for humanitarian reasons, but because it is in the company’s best 

interest by reducing the risk of absence and losing qualified employees (Joecks et al., 

2021).  

 

Women working in male-dominated professions may have a harder time trying to 

combine personal life – mostly in regards of responsibilities for children – with their 

professional career (Watts, 2009). This because of the perception that fatherhood is an 

obligation with no connection to a man’s professional career, meanwhile women with 

parental responsibilities have to find a way of combining professional and caring roles 

(Ibid.). Ayre et al. (2013) state, that both women and men prefer to spend more time for 

work in order to achieve professional development. However, due to the norms and 

pressure from society – the assumption that women should take care of the household and 

children – women are often the one who spend more time with the children (Ibid.). 
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The difficulties women are facing when trying to balance work and family, are one of the 

reasons to the lack of women in senior leadership and management positions. Because of 

this challenge, it is harder for women than it is for men, to pitch in long working hours at 

the office. Thereby, it is substantial for organizations to enable flexibility in this area for 

women. However, not many organizations provide the flexibility needed in order to 

accommodate women in top management positions (Altman and Shortland, 2008; 

Aparna, 2014).  

2.4.3. Discrimination Against Women 

Both time and effort have been required from women while trying to break the glass 

ceiling of bias and discrimination in the workplace. Although, progress have been made 

at organizations to eliminate work placement based on gender, and nowadays, women are 

able to enter the male-dominated industries, but still by prove themselves just as capable 

of doing the same work as men. This is because of the various forms of discrimination 

that women face when entering non-traditional jobs (Lekchiri and Kamm, 2020).  

 

Gardiner and Tiggemann (1999) highlighted, that women working in male-dominated 

industries reported the highest level of pressure from discrimination. Furthermore, this 

discrimination could emerge as women feel the pressure to perform better than their male-

colleagues, since they experience more disadvantages and a slower advancement 

development than men (Ibid.). Moreover, another common type of discrimination against 

women, is something called bropropriation. According to Fink (2017, p 84), this is a 

phenomenon where men repeat the idea provided by a woman at the workplace. However, 

when the idea comes from a woman it is disregarded and when the same idea then is 

suggested by a man it is taken more seriously and are perceived to be of high significance 

(Sandberg and Grant, 2015).  

 

2.5. Actions Companies Take to Prevent the Barriers 
To this day, there is evidence that suggest that the glass ceiling phenomenon still exist in 

companies around the world. Hence, a lot of research has mostly focused on the evidence 

of this phenomenon, while the actions companies have taken, as well as constructive 

suggestions of handling the problem, are more limited (Eyring and Stead, 1998).  

 

There are some examples of corporate strategies that have been successful in this manner. 

Corning Incorporated is an American multinational technology company, and they have 

made some efforts in regards of gender equality. The CEO and top executives attended a 

gender training program, with a three-year follow up program, which directs managers to 

incorporate what they have learned from the program, into daily working life (Bergman, 

1991). In addition, the company also sponsors quality improvement teams, which 

specifically focus on issues related to women. Moreover, they have also introduced 

mandatory workshops, to strengthen their policies against racial bias and gender 

discrimination (Loughran, 1991). 

 

Tenneco Inc. has also contributed in regards of this issue. They have introduced an 

executive bonus based on the executive’s progress in regards of promoting women and 

minorities, which has resulted in a 25% rise in the numbers hired (Garland, 1991). 

Furthermore, in 2018, Pfizer was one of three companies awarded Healthcare 

Businesswomen’s Association’s (HBA) Ace award. The company have a portfolio of 

programs that they offer to their female employees, in order to facilitate their full potential 

(Gingras, 2021). The programs included in this portfolio are; sponsorship and 

development, robust mentorship, and visible support from senior executives. These 
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contributions make it possible to ensure that gender diversity and leadership opportunities 

for women are part of Pfizer’s organizational DNA (Ibid).  

 

2.6. Gender Equality for Increased Sustainability  
Gender has been seen as an important dimension of sustainable development for many 

years, but the emphasis on gender has increased and evolved significantly over time. 

Nowadays, gender equality is addressed as a goal, in the Agenda 2030 and its 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Littig, 2018). This is covered in the 5th SDG, 

which emphasize gender equality and the empowerment of women (Mérida-Serrano et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, besides the 5th  SDG, women’s conditions in the labor market are 

also covered in others SDGs, specifically in: SDG 8 that covers economic growth, full 

employment and decent work for all, and, from a more global perspective, SDG 10, that 

targets the reduction of inequality within and among countries (Núñez et al., 2020).  

Some have argued that Social Economy (SE) can, among other things, improve the labor 

conditions for both women and men, as well as facilitate gender equality at the workplace 

(Chaves Ávila et al., 2013; Santero Sanchez and Castro Núñez, 2016; Borzaga et al., 

2017). Moreover, Núñez et al. (2020) argue that there is a link between SE and the SDGs 

5, 8 and 10, from a gender perspective, according to Figure 3.  

 

 
Figure 3. The linkage between Social Economy (SE) and the gender perspective SDGs, to increase 

equality at work. (Source: Núñez et al., 2020, p. 2). 

 

Sustainable development consists of four dimensions, which includes economic, 

ecological, social and time, where gender equality is one of the main issues in the social 

dimension. Moreover, all of these dimensions must be integrated in order to achieve 

sustainability in the long run (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). However, the social 

dimension from a gender perspective is often disregarded in business and organizations, 

as well as management education (Haynes and Murray, 2019).   

 

The lens of sustainability needs to be extended to incorporate aspects of gender equality, 

in that way it could provide an opportunity in the responsible management agenda to work 

towards more egalitarian business models and behaviors (Haynes and Murray, 2019).  
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3. Methods 
This chapter describes and motivates the research approach and the methods that were 

used to collect data for this study, in order to fulfil the purpose and research questions. 

  

3.1. Research Approach 
There are mainly two different research philosophies, positivistic and phenomenological. 

Both of these can be identifiable in any kind of research project and there can also be an 

overlap between the two. The aim of the positivistic approach is to identify, measure and 

evaluate some kind of phenomena and thereafter provide a rational explanation for it 

(Neville, 2007). However, the nature of this study is phenomenological, meaning that it 

investigates the experience of a specific group or people – in this case women – in order 

to obtain a detailed reality of a certain phenomenon (Merriam, 2009; Jan, 2020). 

Furthermore, the phenomenological approach aims to understand, describe, translate and 

explain the phenomena from the perspective of the participants that are the focus of the 

research project (Neville, 2007).  

 

The study has also been conducted with an inductive approach in accordance with 

Blomkvist and Hallin (2015). This means that the empirical study was conducted from an 

identified problem, upon which a relevant theory was chosen in order to get a better 

understanding of the problem. This is in line with the approach of this study: A problem 

regarding the gender equality was identified and the focus of the study were then 

narrowed down in order to research the most suitable theory.  

 

With this inductive approach it is common that both the purpose and research questions 

will be revised during the course of the work (Ibid.). As such, this study took the 

advantage of the possibility to narrow down the purpose further when more theory and 

background had been investigated with regards to the problem at hand. 

 

3.2. Research Strategy 
When conducting a scientific study with the aim of focusing on one, or a few, instances 

of a particular phenomenon, a case study is an appropriate approach to use. Case studies 

provide researchers with an in-depth view of the investigated phenomenon since it is an 

individual case being looked at; this can result in wider implications that would not have 

been possible to identify using a research strategy that covers a large number of instances, 

e.g. a survey approach (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). According to Yin (2013), there are two 

important benefits with conducting a case study as a research strategy: First, a deeper 

understanding can be provided about the defined issue of interest; secondly, it makes it 

easier to answer the questions How and Why. Therefore, a case study appears to be an 

appropriate method for this study – with limitations, mostly in term of time – in order to 

understand the topic and its gaps in existing research, as well as get a better understanding 

of how companies work with the topic in practice (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).  

 

There has been criticism against case studies as a research method: For example, there 

are limitations with regards to scientific generalization (Yin, 1994; Diefenbach, 2009), as 

case studies could result in a too situation-specific results (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). This 

has been taken into account when conducting this study, realizing that the results of the 

study might not be true for all companies. However, the aim of this study was to gain a 

better understanding of actions that companies take in order to overcome the studied 

problem, which were believed to be achieved by this approach. Furthermore, the goal of 

a case study is often to achieve a comprehensive understanding of a specific phenomenon 
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of interest (Ylikoski 2019). Hence, even though the chosen research method has 

limitations in terms of e.g. generalization, it has still provided better knowledge of the 

barriers, and action’s companies take in order to overcome these.   

 

This study has been conducted as a qualitative case study with focus on Sandvik AB. The 

aim of the study was to focus on women working in a male-dominated company in the 

region of Gävleborg, where Sandvik AB based in Sandviken was chosen on the criteria 

that it is an industry where the majority of the employees are men. Moreover, the selection 

criterion also required the case company to be involved in sustainability, which Sandvik 

fulfills. In order to obtain the most reliable results, the empirical data gathered from 

Sandvik was from the perspective of five women, through interviews, working in 

different positions. By approaching the problem from this angle, it was possible to get an 

understanding of the experiences from women actually working in a male-dominated 

company. The empirical data were then analyzed from the perspective of the theoretical 

framework in line with the purpose of this study, which made it possible to compare and 

analyze what existing research says about this problem and how it is experienced and 

worked with in practice.  

 

3.3. Case Company Presentation 
Sandvik AB was founded in 1862 by Göran Fredrik Göransson and was the first 

organization in the world to succeed in using the so-called Bessemer method – a method 

or process for producing ingot steel – on an industrial scale. Sandvik is located in over 

150 countries, with the head office in Stockholm, Sweden. They have around 37 000 

employees, and put great effort on improving customers productivity, profitability and 

sustainability. Today, Sandvik focuses on three main areas: 1) Tools and tooling systems 

for industrial metal cutting; 2) Equipment and tools, service and technical solutions for 

the mining and construction industries; and 3) Advanced stainless steels and special alloys 

as well as products for industrial heating. Furthermore, the organization is also divided in 

three different business areas: Machining Solutions, Mining and Rock Technology, and 

Materials Technology (Sandvik AB, 2021).  

 

According to Sandvik’s 2020 financial report, the total percentage of female employees 

at the company was 19,6%. While this number is not specific for the distribution of 

women and men in Sandviken but the company as a whole, it still gives an indication of 

how the workforce at Sandvik is dominated by men (Sandvik AB, 2020). 

 

 

3.4. Data Collection 
Data have to be collected when conducting a case study, and there are different methods 

of data collection which have to be chosen based on the specific study (Harrell and 

Bradley, 2009). In the case of qualitative case studies, the most common forms of data 

collection are interview, observation, documentation and survey (Neville, 2007); to 

enable the chance of obtaining a more holistic view of the studied area, a combination of 

these methods are often used (Denscombe, 2014). Furthermore, there are also two types 

of data: Primary and secondary data (Harrell and Bradley, 2009). Primary data is what 

the researcher collects for the first time for the specific study, which could be in the form 

of interviews, observations, experiments, surveys etc., and is a crucial part for many 

research projects (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). Secondary data, on the other hand, is the 

already existing data collected by others, e.g. books, articles, databases etc. (Ibid.).  
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When conducting this qualitative case study, both primary and secondary data have been 

used, in accordance with Denscombe (2014), to combine different methods in order to 

have the opportunity to obtain wider knowledge about the studied problem. Thus, both 

interviews with employees at Sandvik have been conducted, as well as literature research 

in the form of scientific articles, textbooks, and the corporate website. 

 

3.4.1. Primary Data  

In qualitative studies, interviews are a useful tool for the researcher, due to the possibility 

of obtaining information about how individuals think and feel about a topic in question. 

Thus, it can lead the researcher to unexpected discoveries, that may be an important part 

for the research (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015; McGrath et al., 2019).  

 

The interviews in this study have been approached as semi-structured interviews, which, 

according to Clifford et al. (2016), provide an oral exchange where the interviewer wants 

to induce information from another person. Furthermore, even though questions are 

prepared beforehand when conducting semi-structured interviews, this approach still 

provides a chance for the interview to develop in a conversational way as the participants 

are allowed to explore and discuss problems that they feel are important (Ibid.). As such, 

a holistic view of the problem could be achieved and provide information of what actual 

actions that are being done in organizations. Hence, it is a flexible approach that enables 

important information to come to the surface during the interview, even though it might 

not have been considered at the beginning of the study (Gill et al., 2008). 

 

Another aspect that was important to have in mind before performing interviews was the 

ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. Hence, there could be different circumstances for the 

interviews being conducted in this thesis, thus, the researcher had to be flexible and 

prepared for quick changes in regards of the interviews. The ambition was to perform the 

interviews face-to-face, but to adhere to current recommendations for social distancing, 

digital communication tools had to be considered for the interviews. As a result, possible 

technical issues had to be considered and kept in mind before conducting an eventual 

virtual interview (Hill et al., 2021). This approach has been argued to not be the most 

suitable in regards of qualitative studies, due to the lack of face-to-face contact; even 

though the participants get to see each other, it could still limit the quality of the study 

(Irvine, 2011). However, according to Hershberger and Kavanaugh (2017), this interview 

method has been considered by participants to be a convenient method since it allows the 

participants to get a “feel” for the researcher. 

 

Two weeks before the interviews, all the participants were contacted through email to 

provide them with preparatory questions ahead of the actual interviews. The participants 

were asked three questions: What their profession at Sandvik is, how long working 

experience they have, and if they had any specific requirements for how the interview 

should take place. Like mentioned earlier, the aim was to conduct the interviews face-to-

face; however, due to the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic other methods also had to be kept 

in mind and offered to the participants. All the answers from the preparatory questions 

are summarized in Table 1. As can be seen in Table 1, all but one participant works as 

first line managers. This is the “entry” level of management, and where the managers 

have the closest contact with the employees. The participant who does not work as a first 

line manager are positioned one step higher, in such, the first line managers’ report to her 

which in turn report the information upward in the organizational hierarchy. 
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Table 1. Information about the respondents and type of interview. 

 

Respondent Role 

Position in the 

organization 

Working 

experience 

(years) 

Interview 

duration 

(min) 

Approach 

1 
Function 

manager 

 

First line 16 60 F2F 

2 Product manager 

 

First line 18 40 Video 

3 Flow manager 

 

First line 27 40 F2F 

4 
Production 

manager 

First line managers’ 

report to her 25 35 F2F 

5 
Purchasing 

manager 

 

First line 25 40 Video 

 

The interview questions emerged from the literature research; as such, a deeper 

knowledge was obtained beforehand in order to increase the chances of asking relevant 

questions. The first part of the interviews covered gender equality, while the second part 

covered sustainability; all questions can be found in Appendix I. Due to the fact that the 

interviews were conducted with a semi-structured approach, it gave the interviews room 

to develop in a more conversational manner, in accordance with Clifford et al. (2016), as 

follow-up questions could be asked based on the respondent’s answers.  

 

Before starting each interview, it was ensured that the respondent approved of audio 

recording the answers. This method ensures that full attention can be paid to the interview 

and limits the risks of missing important information (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). 

Thereafter, all the interviews were transcribed into a more detailed text, a so-called 

verbatim transcription where the written words are the exact replication of the audio 

recordings (Poland, 1995). As a complement to the recordings, notes of important aspects 

were also taken during the interviews, thus, it was easier to remember what had been said 

and could be used as a support to go back and follow up the interview as it moved along. 

All the interviews were conducted in Swedish since all participants are native Swedish 

speakers, which made the interview situations more comfortable and it was easier for the 

respondents to develop their answers.  

3.4.2. Choice of Participants  

In order to fulfil the purpose, respondents were chosen based on the wish to focus the 

research directly on the affected people of the problem, i.e. women in a male-dominated 

company. This approach was chosen since, assuming qualitative interviews are 

conducted, it is possible to give voice to groups in society that may not be heard in a great 

extent (Reeves et al., 2015), which could be suggested to be the case for many women in 

society. Furthermore, according to Singh et al. (2013), approximately 30% of women who 

enter a male-dominated field, ends up leaving the profession. Thereby, there was a high 

relevance to focus the investigation specifically on the experiences of women currently 

working in a male-dominated company. 

 

As a starting point for the interviews, a woman active in Sandvik’s female network – a 

network within Sandvik that works with equality issues – was contacted. The purpose of 
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the study was described to her so that she, with good knowledge of Sandvik’s employees, 

could help identify other respondents that might be relevant to interview. Thereafter, she 

reached out to five women working in different positions at Sandvik and explained the 

purpose and aim of the study, and all of them were interested to participate in an interview. 

Thus, the process of gathering respondents for this study was by the help of a gatekeeper, 

which is a person within the organization that have the ability to access suitable 

participants (Andoh-Arthur, 2019).  

 

The decision to interview only women for this study was made based on both limitations 

in regards of time, but also due to the opportunity of getting the woman’s perspective of 

this problem, which was mentioned earlier. Moreover, this approach could be suggested 

to provide the most reliable results, due to the risk of that men may not be as aware of 

this problem and are not able to relate to it in the same way as women. Furthermore, in 

order to get some diversity in the interviews, this study focused on the perspective of 

women in different organizational positions, since the experiences could differ depending 

on the position each person has at the time. Thus, it was possible to investigate whether 

the answers to the questions differed based on the job title.  

3.4.3. Secondary Data  

When collecting secondary data, it is often done through a literature research in order to 

obtain a deeper understanding and knowledge from already existing information about a 

specific area, which can be retrieved from e.g. textbooks and scientific articles (Yin, 

2013). It is important for the researcher to find data sources that can be useful and relevant 

for the given research area (Hox and Boeije, 2005), although it may be difficult to find 

relevant literature due to the fact that the studied topic often is of some complexity 

(Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). Therefore, it is important for the researcher to read about 

the studied problem in a broad manner, in order to obtain the best possible knowledge 

(Ibid.).  

 

In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, secondary data have been collected through 

the means of literature research by scanning scientific articles and textbooks, in addition 

to research of Sandvik’s corporate website. The literature research has been the starting 

point for the emergence of theoretical framework, which was of high significance when 

performing the analysis. It could also provide the researcher with a better understanding 

of the subject, thus, it made it easier to establish relevant questions for the interviews. In 

order to distinguish relevant articles for the specified issue, the following keywords were 

used to narrow down the search results: Glass ceiling, gender equality, gender diversity, 

barriers, women in managerial positions, sustainability. The sources that were used to 

find relevant literature are Google Scholar, Scopus and HiG library.  

 

By researching the corporate website, it was also possible to get a feel for how Sandvik 

presents their work with gender equality and what actions they claim to have taken so far. 

Thereby, it enabled a better understanding for the researcher in order to better elaborate 

the interview questions.  

 

3.5. Data Analysis  
The collected data have been analyzed by the use of thematic analysis. According to 

Braun and Clarke (2008) this is a method of “identifying, analyzing, and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data”. Thematic analysis is a strategy commonly used in 

qualitative research studies, because of that it can provide a wide variety of research 

questions and topics that can be addressed by the help of this data analysis method (Braun 
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and Clarke, 2008; Castleberry and Nolen, 2018). When transcribed interviews, with open 

ended responses, have been used in a study, the thematic analysis can assist with 

exploring the context of in-depth teaching and learning, that quantitative analysis lacks 

(Braun and Clarke, 2008). Furthermore, it is argued to be a descriptive method, and allows 

flexibility and interpretation when analyzing data (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). However, it 

should be handled with some caution and transparency of the method, in such; increase 

the confidence in the findings of the study (Braun and Clarke, 2008). 

 

The thematic analysis of this case study has been done according to the following five 

steps, provided by Yin (2013): compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and 

concluding. In the first step data was compiled by transcribing the conducted interviews. 

The transcribed data was reread several times, in order to become familiar with it and to 

organize it. Thereafter, the data was separated, by coding, as such; similarities and 

differences in the collected data was identified. In order to create themes, the codes were 

put into context with each other. According to Braun and Clarke (2008), a theme points 

out the importance from the data, in relation to the research questions, as well as outlines 

some patterns in the response from the participants. The themes for this study were the 

identified barriers; gender discrimination, adapting the working-style, equal treatment 

and opportunities and family-friendly practices. In addition, with actions that Sandvik 

takes; focus on diversity and inclusion, development opportunities and recruitment 

process.  

 

During these steps it was possible for the researcher to interpret the data. Moreover, when 

the collected data had been presented as codes and themes, analytical conclusions was 

made. By following these steps, it could increase the ability to follow a red thread 

throughout the whole paper, since it enabled the researcher to select the relevant data, as 

well as identify common denominators from the interviews.  

 

3.6. Limitations of the Methods 
The process of this case study has consisted of several limitations. All the interviews were 

conducted in Swedish and then translated to English, thereby, it is a risk of wrong 

interpretations or translation errors. Furthermore, the study has had a limited time frame, 

of a total of ten weeks, whereas the finished paper should be submitted after eight weeks. 

Thus, it limits the depth of the literature research, as well as the analysis of the interviews 

and the case company. In addition, the collection of previous research where most sources 

in English, which also could increase the risk of wrong interpretations due to that the 

researcher is Swedish. 

 

Even though the interviews were carefully documented, there is a risk of obtaining biased 

answers from the respondents, e.g. depending on personal opinions and based on what 

position the respondent have (Lozano, 2015). Since the interviews was conducted with 

respondents at Sandvik, it can easily become biased, i.e. that the respondent may not want 

to say negative things about the company. Saunders et al. (2007) mean that it can exist 

subject or participant error, meaning that due to the limited time for the interviews it could 

limit the respondents in expanding their answers in some of the interview questions. 

Moreover, it can also be subject or participant bias, where the performed semi-structured 

interview could result in that the respondents may provide answers that were prompted 

by the interview (Salzmann et al., 2005).  Therefore, it was very important to keep this in 

mind when conducting the study, since this could provide a biased view of the problem 

and the findings of the study. 

 



 

 17 

In addition to the subject or participant error and bias, Lozano (2015) argue that there 

could also be a risk of observer error and bias. This is a risk that is relevant to discuss for 

this study, especially since it only was one interviewer who conducted the semi-structured 

interviews. Also, since the subject of this thesis is an important issue and have a close 

connection to the interviewer, this increased the possibility of interpreting the collected 

data based on personal opinions. It was crucial to keep this in mind during the whole 

research process, both when collecting and interpreting data, so that the problem could be 

approached in an objective manner by putting any personal feelings and opinions aside 

to the greatest possible extent. 

3.6.1. Reliability 

Reliability measures how reliable something is (Olsson and Sörensen, 2011), and how to 

study the right thing in the right way (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). It refers to the 

correctness of a study, if appropriate methods have been chosen, as well as how those 

methods have been applied and implemented in the research study. Moreover, it is 

important to justify the used methods and provide a clarity in the analytical process in 

order to increase the reliability (Rose and Johnson, 2020). If the study has been conducted 

with high reliability it also increases the chance for other researchers to reproduce many 

of the described research methods (Creswell, 2013). According to Rose and Johnson 

(2020, p. 435) there are three questions that a researcher can ask to address issues of 

reliability, which are: Could a reasonable researcher conduct similar research project 

based upon the description provided? To what degree is this research project replicable? 

If the research project was conducted again, would similar results and analyses occur? 

 

If interviews are performed twice with the same respondents with the purpose to increase 

reliability, Golafshani (2003) argues that it is not guaranteed that the answers will be 

exactly the same. This is because it is not possible to ensure that e.g. the attitudes of the 

respondents have changed or not, which can result in that the answers given may differ 

somewhat (Ibid.).  

 

The conducted case study described in this paper is arguably of high reliability, since the 

chosen methods are proved to be reliable data collection methods that have been justified 

by trustworthy scientific articles. The study is carefully described with regards how it has 

been conducted, which makes it possible to assume that another researcher could perform 

the same research with a similar outcome. However, since this study consists of possible 

biases and errors, and focuses on a subject that can induce personal opinions and feelings 

of the researcher, it could affect the result if another researcher would conduct the same 

study. Although, this would probably primarily affect the analysis and conclusion of the 

study, since interview material is provided it would be possible to obtain a similar result 

if the same respondents would to be interviewed again. At the same time, the argument 

of Golafshani (2003) has to be considered, namely that there is a risk of some deviation 

in the answers. 

3.6.2. Validity 

The process of determining the accuracy of the findings from the point of view of the 

researcher, the participants, and/or the consumers, are referred to as validity (Creswell 

and Miller, 2000; Rose and Johnson, 2020). Blomkvist and Hallin (2015) state, that 

validity is used to assess the quality of a research study, by concluding whether the study 

investigates what it set out to do according to the purpose and research questions. To 

increase the validity of a research study, it is important that four criteria are met; 1) The 

literature covers the state of problematization, purpose and issue, 2) The theory that the 
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researcher referred to in the theoretical framework, as well as in the analysis, matches 

with the purpose and question, 3) The chosen issue, the purpose and the research 

questions, correspond to the chosen data collection method, etc., 4) The discussion links 

back to the purpose, hence, the research questions are answered (Ibid.). 

 

In order to increase the validity of this study, the four criteria suggested by Blomkvist and 

Hallin (2015) have been followed and kept in mind throughout the entire research process. 

As such, the literature consists of relevant sources about the disadvantages of women in 

male-dominated companies, based on an identified problem, which is in line with the 

purpose and research questions of this study. The theoretical framework has emerged 

from the intended purpose, and the data collection method have been chosen based on the 

aim to provide a trustworthy result. Finally, the discussion in this study has been 

developed from the point of view of the purpose of this study, in order to be able to answer 

the research questions. Thus, by following these criteria it could increase the validity of 

this thesis. 

 

On the other hand, validity is a subjective area, hence, who decides, for example, whether 

the literature is correctly chosen and relevant based on the purpose? In this case, the 

researcher made the choice to use the literature existing in this paper, but another 

researcher might make a different assessment in the question of whether the literature, 

etc. is good and credible. 

3.6.3. Generalizability  

Besides providing an in-depth understanding of a subject, a qualitative case study may 

also pursue theoretical generalizability, or also known as transferability (Carminati, 

2018). Wallén (1996) states that generalizability is partly used in order to obtain 

knowledge about general conditions, in addition to determining whether the findings of 

the study are valid outside of the study. The requirements for generalizability vary 

depending on the issue being studied, but the most prioritized thing regarding 

generalizability is that the requirements, to fulfil a study with high generalizability, are 

discussed (Ibid.). 

 

As this is a case study of a specific company, the findings from this study will not be 

generalizable to all companies. However, it can at least provide an indication of what 

companies can do in this matter. Moreover, since the study focus on one company in 

Sweden there are also limitations in regards of the generalizability to other countries. 

Nevertheless, the findings from the study could still be interesting for companies in other 

countries to take part of, where it may be even more uncommon with women in leader 

positions. Furthermore, the findings and conclusions can be considered more 

generalizable and applicable to companies that are similar to Sandvik, for example 

companies with similar structure, culture and size. 

 

Other identified limitations to the generalizability of this study include the following: 

First, the short time period during which the study was conducted did not provide the 

opportunity to do a thorough in-depth study that is necessary to achieve a higher 

generalizability. The chosen field of area is highly complex, therefore, broader research 

must be done regarding both the theoretical framework, as well as a developed study at 

several case companies. Also, the choice of participants in the interviews also affect the 

generalizability of this study, since personal opinions are impossible to avoid when 

conducting interviews, meaning that findings will vary depending on the participating 
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interview respondents. Based on these limitations, this study emphasizes the importance 

of continuing doing research about this topic.  

 

3.7. Ethical and Societal Aspects of the Research 

3.7.1. Societal Aspects  

Even though gender equality has come a long way, there is still a long way to go and is a 

problem that is relevant all over the world (Solimene et al., 2017). Many times, this 

problem is not clearly visible and often exists as a kind of transparent glass ceiling that 

creates a status quo that prevents women from climbing above a certain level of hierarchy 

(Dollija and Çollaku, 2013). As a consequence, the glass ceiling limits further progress 

in social sustainability within organizations and companies. Clearly, a development 

regarding the gender equality would benefit the society.  

 

This study aims to provide the benefits of including women in managerial positions, from 

several aspects. In accordance with the background provided in the introduction, the 

involvement of women is not only good from an equality aspect, but also from sustainable 

and economic aspects (Holliday et al., 2018; Shinbrot et al., 2019). The background 

discussed in the introduction section also highlights that there are mostly men in 

leadership positions in regards of work with sustainable development. This area is clearly 

in need for change due to the worsened climate situation, and women play a prominent 

role in the work with sustainability (Shinbrot et al., 2019). Furthermore, gender equality 

is part of social sustainability, which is one of the sustainability dimensions, thereby, 

equality is needed in order to achieve a sustainable society (Haynes and Murray, 2019). 

Despite this fact, women still face major barriers which makes it interesting to take a 

deeper dive into this, to examine why it is so hard for women to reach managerial 

positions, even though there are clearly need for doing things differently, in several areas.  

3.7.2. Ethical Aspects 

When conducting research there are potential ethical issues that the researcher may face 

during the study, especially when interviews are a part of the study. Hence, it is important 

for the researcher to make sure that the participants are not harmed in any way, that their 

personal information are protected, that they are informed about the nature of the study, 

and that the risk of exploitation of the participants are reduced (DiCicco-Bloom and 

Crabtree, 2006). Furthermore, in order to reduce the risks of these ethical issues it is 

crucial to protect the privacy of the respondents, as well as ensure the confidentiality of 

the collected data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). To obtain the privacy of the respondents, 

the interviews were conducted privately, so that the respondents could feel safe with the 

interview situation and knowing that the information that was shared only was heard by 

the researcher. Moreover, to ensure that the collected data would not put the respondents 

nor the organization in any risk, it was handled carefully and stored securely in a private 

computer hard drive.  

 

Before the participants accepted to take part in the interviews, they received detailed 

information via email about the intent of the study and how the interviews could 

contribute to the findings of this study, to avoid any kind of misleading once the 

interviews would be conducted. Moreover, they were also informed beforehand that their 

identity would not be revealed in the study and they would therefore have full anonymity. 

 

At the beginning of all the interviews a brief explanation was given to the respondents 

about the purpose of the interviews, followed by a verbally consent which stated that the 
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respondents, at any time, could feel free to quit the interview and if so wished, the 

possibility to not answer any question with no further reason (Creswell, 2013). 

Furthermore, to ensure that all information provided from the respondents would be 

accurate, all the interviews were recorded, with the permission from the respondents 

before the recording started. 
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4. Findings 
All data that are presented in this section have been collected from the conducted semi-

structured interviews. The findings will be presented in the same order as the research 

questions of this study. 

 

4.1. Identified Barriers 
Technology-driven industries are dominated by men, as are the managerial positions in 

these industries. Sandvik AB is one such company that operates in a male-dominated 

industry, specifically the engineering industry. Their philosophy to get more women 

among their employees and in managerial positions, is to start the work towards this goal 

already in early school age and, in addition, enlighten more female role models. Thereby, 

they can increase women’s interest in technology and in that way get more women drawn 

to Sandvik as an employer.  

4.1.1. Discrimination 

The findings from the interviews that were conducted for this thesis indicate that the 

situation might look a bit different. Sandvik is a company that has existed for a long time, 

and many of the employees, mostly older men, have worked there for a long time. Many 

of the older male employees have more of an old-fashioned approach and have a certain 

way of doing things; therefore, they do not always appreciate changes. It was found that 

when a younger woman takes place as a manager, she can be faced with challenges in the 

form of prejudice from men, for example that she is not as qualified as a man. The 

respondents agree that many of these challenges are due to the fact that they are young 

women. Some of the respondents said: 

 

 

“I started as a manager quite early, I began in 2007 and got the manager role in 2009, 

so I had not been there for a long time. And it is an industry where many have worked 

their whole lives. So, it was tough to take that role and boss over older men, it was a 

struggle.” – Respondent 2 

 

“When I started in my manager position, I was met with the attitude “what should she 

come here and do, in our workshop”, by the older men. No, they did not want that. But I 

was a little bit prepared for that too and thought that I could simply disprove them.” – 

Respondent 3 

 

“When I first started as a manager, as a younger educated woman on my first manager 

role, it was kind of hard to get opinions and changes through with the older low 

educated men.” – Respondent 4 

 

 

The respondents seem to agree that most of the struggle comes from prejudices of older 

men. The respondents experience that it is hard to come in as a new manager in this type 

of industry, especially as a younger woman with not as much experience from the 

manager role. Nevertheless, over the years the attitude towards female managers have 

changed, and the respondents have developed greater experience, thus, gained more self-

confidence in their role as managers. 

 

Even when female managers have gained more experience within the profession, it still 

exists discrimination from both male co-workers’ and male managers at Sandvik. This 



 

 22 

has made it difficult for some of the respondents when attempting to climb the managerial 

hierarchy, or just made their daily work harder. Of course, some do not have the ambition 

to strive to the top management, so personal ambitions were also found to be a dimension 

that affects in this aspect. All of the respondents have long experience from working in a 

male-dominated environment; subsequently, some of them experienced that it might be 

difficult to reflect over the situation and, instead, become used to some of the 

discriminatory behaviors they encounter. Also, hard work and dedication was found to be 

needed from the respondents. On the topic of discrimination, the respondents said: 

 

 

“There are absolutely occasions that are on the line to discrimination, both for me and 

others. But it is always easier to see a situation from outside, what happens to others. 

And I have experienced several of such cases, and during the years learnt how to deal 

with situations like that, in order to not be removed, to not be perceived as troublesome. 

It takes a lot of work as a female manager, and you have to be strong.” – Respondent 1 

 

“Yes, I have felt discriminated. It can just be small comments that comes up, that you 

just feel that they only say because of that I am a woman.” – Respondent 2 

 

“When I started as a manager, I felt the most resistance from older men, with an old 

way of thinking. The younger men have never shown such behavior, they have been 

respectful.” – Respondent 3 

 

“It is harder to pursue improvement work, but that could be because of the change 

itself, not because of that I am a woman. But I think it is easy to get used to the jargon, 

it is a different jargon when you mostly work with men.” – Respondent 4 

 

“I have definitely felt discriminated, several times. For example, one argument for that 

I could not get higher salary, was that I lived together with a man that had very high 

salary, so they said that I did not needed any more money. Since I lived with him, there 

were no worries, he could provide for me, so why should I need more money. That was 

very strange.” – Respondent 5 

 

 

Some of the respondents expressed that it is very dependent on the manager and what 

support he or she provides. The respondents experienced that it is substantial to have 

support and encouragement from their manager, in order to feel that their work is 

meaningful and to easier strive to higher career goals. The respondents experienced, that 

it is easier to climb the managerial hierarchy if you have a manager that believe in you, 

and that focus more on your personal attributes. Moreover, without that support it is hard 

to climb the career ladder, due to the lack of endorsement from someone with a higher 

position in the organization, which increase the risk of a sudden stop in the career 

development. Some of them said: 

 

 

“One thing that I have learnt, is that it is important what manager you have, if you get 

backup from there, life gets much easier.” – Respondent 1 

 

I had a male manager for a while who was very condescending. At one occasion it was 

a position that I had applied for and he was one of the recruiters for that position. And 

he said to me “little sweetie, how can you think that you would get that job?”. He was 
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younger than me and also had shorter experience as manager, but still was very 

condescending. To say, “little sweetie”, that is not okay. So, you can say that he ruined 

me. And, at the time of the interview for this position, the other recruiter said that I had 

everything they were looking for, while my manager already had decided for a no, he 

had decided that I just was “little sweetie”. That was one of the reasons to why I left 

that department.” – Respondent 3 

 

“If you should be able to climb the career ladder, you must have a good sponsor within 

the organization. And it is definitely harder for women to get a good sponsor, than it is 

for men.” – Respondent 5 

 

 

4.1.2. Adapting the Working-style 

All the respondents feel the need to work harder in order to prove themselves, and 

sometimes adapt their working-style. They experience that they do not get heard in the 

same way as men and that they are required to have answers at a more precise level of 

detail compared to their male co-workers. For example, they said:  

 

 

“Yes, I feel a higher stress. Sometimes you have to be a bit tougher, especially when 

approaching the ones working in the production, where there are many older men. 

However, during the recent years it has been a lot of talk about increasing the number 

of women, both as operators and in managerial positions. When I got my role as flow 

manager, they were looking for women with thick skin for the position, so in that case, I 

think it actually was an advantage to be a woman.” – Respondent 3  

 

“I may have adapted my working-style without knowing it, but I try not to. […] I quite 

often end up in situations who backfire at me, where a man would not have got the same 

treatment. Because I try to say “wait, hold on”, when I feel that a situation is not fairly 

treated. […] But I also experience, when discussing with a man and they run out of 

arguments, they have a tendency to strike back with personal attacks. I also feel that I 

always have to prove that I know something and can do something. I have to be able to 

answer detailed questions, questions that would not be asked to my male co-worker. I 

have had several male co-workers that did not know detailed information, but also did 

not have to deliver that.” – Respondent 1 

 

“I have had to adapt my whole life, also when I studied, since there were mostly men. 

But I have always been in male dominated environments. […] I think you get a bit blind 

of how it actually is, because you have never experienced anything else. […] But when 

it comes other men, that I do not know, I can notice that it is expected that I should have 

answers right away. And that these men often want the decisions to be made by my male 

managers. […] I feel that I can be seen as weak those times. In these situations, I feel 

that you should be more direct and determined, you should almost run over people. If 

that might be a more manly behavior. But if you look at those women who are top 

managers, it might be those who are more direct, tougher and clearer with what they 

want, a bit bossier, who steps up and take on these higher leader positions.” – 

Respondent 2 
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It was experienced by some of the respondents that the need to adapt their working-style 

was most evident when they were younger and more unexperienced in the role as a 

manager. They experienced it as; many of the younger men had respect for them as 

managers, which may be because of that they are taught to have respect for the once 

positioned higher in the managerial hierarchy. Meanwhile, the older men are still stuck in 

how it used to be and more resistance for change. The older men may be used to that the 

man usually is above the woman, and that women do not belong in a male-dominated 

company. Some of the respondents said: 

 

 

“As a first line manager I felt that, that I had to adapt, when I was new and 

unexperienced as manager and leader. And the role models I had within the 

organization was men, so I think that I had to be more focused on key figures and be 

tougher, more determined in a way. I also felt that the older men did not want me to 

rule over them, they knew the best how things should be done. But the younger men 

have treated me good from the beginning.” – Respondent 4 

 

“Of course, you adapt, you have to do that. There are several aspects to why. But it also 

changes with time, I probably adapted much more when I was 25 than I do now, when I 

am approaching 50. On the other hand, you are more used to it now, that men may be 

listened to more. At the same time, I have to say that I have never worked in a female 

dominated environment to be able to compare it in that way. […] You get more 

questioned as a woman and men look more at what mistakes you do. You really need to 

have flesh on your bones and know what you are talking about. At the same time, today, 

I feel that I have the freedom to say “no, I actually do not know”. So, I think that it 

changes with time.” – Respondent 5 

 

 

4.1.3. Equal Treatment and Opportunities  

The respondents felt that both managers and co-workers are an important part when doing 

their daily work as managers, to be treated with respect and appreciation, which was 

experienced as the most important part in order in order to achieve what they want in their 

career, without facing any barriers and/or difficulties on the way. Moreover, they all had 

the perception that it is important that you are treated equally by your co-workers and 

managers, that you get listened to and have the same opportunities for development, 

despite what personal attributes and gender you have. However, their experiences of this 

did differ a bit, where some had faced more clear difficulties in this area than others. The 

respondents that had concrete example of barriers, was mostly situations where they felt 

treated in a different and disrespectful way, by male co-workers and managers, because 

of their gender. The experience of some of the respondents was:  

 

 

“When I first started at Sandvik I had a female mentor, a young woman who had not 

worked so long and who did not get any introduction of her own. […] Thanks to her, I 

did not need much help after three months, it took a year for her to reach to that point. 

[…] So, I was lucky, but I also have the sense to understand, it would have looked 

differently if I would not have had that luck.  I also had the best co-workers, but even in 

that group, an incident occurred at a meeting. I accidently touched a male co-worker’s 

leg with my foot, and he made a comment that it was a sexual invite. I was shocked. 
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Because he did that like it was nothing, like he would have asked me if I wanted coffee.” 

– Respondent 1 

 

“When I worked in another department, I was in a very high position and when I look at 

the development of me and the men who worked there, you can say, that for me, the 

progress stopped somewhere, all of a sudden. And I think that was because of that I was 

a woman; I do not think that I was less god than the men. At that time, Sandvik did not 

work that much with diversity and inclusion, they worked with gender equality but in a 

different way than today.” – Respondent 5  

 

 

Some of the respondents experienced that they have had the same opportunities as their 

male co-workers. They expressed that they have a good cohesion with their working 

group, where they are treated equality by both co-workers and managers. However, it was 

perceived that the situation has not always been like this at Sandvik. According to the 

respondents, a lot have changed over time, and more women are now working at Sandvik, 

which had been experienced and observed by some of the respondents, to be the reason 

to why the focus have changed, to now focusing on the personality over the gender. 

Moreover, one respondent felt the need to be more direct in situations where cooperation 

with people outside of the working group occurred. In such; the respondent felt that she 

was more respected in her work as a manager from people that know her and understands 

her leading style. Also, that it was perceived from people outside of the working group 

that a female manager should be more direct and determined, in order to get the same 

treatment as a male manager. Some of them said:  

 

 

“I do not feel that I have got more disadvantages than others. And we are very close in 

my group, we know each other so well, almost like a family.” – Respondent 2 

 

“I feel that I have had the same opportunities, it probably depends a lot on what 

manager you have and how you are as a person.” – Respondent 3 

 

“I experience that today; you look more at the personality than the gender. It was not 

like that when I first started at Sandvik, there was far fewer women then as well.” – 

Respondent 4 

 

 

4.1.4. Family-friendly Practices  

Another aspect that has been seen as a barrier, for most of the respondents, is the 

possibilities to combine family life with career life. All the respondents have children of 

their own, but not everyone worked as managers at the time when the children were small. 

However, the majority of the respondents who did work as managers at the time of small 

children, found it hard to combine this. Some of the respondents felt that there were 

expectations from Sandvik, based on the norms that exists in society, that women are the 

caregivers. Which in turn could be perceived as hindering for the women, in a way that it 

does not for men that goes on parental leave. Some of the respondents experienced this 

as such: 
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“To be a manager at Sandvik and at the same time have small children, that is not a 

good combination if you want to do both, be a good parent and good at my work. Even 

if I have support from home, it is hard to combine those two. There is a built-in 

expectation from Sandvik. When I expected my first child, there was an expectation that 

I would be on parental leave for at least a year. While my male colleague, who was 

supposed to go on parental leave around the same time, but for six months, that was 

seen as something fantastic, that he would be home for so long with the child. So, it is 

this expectation that the company has on us.” – Respondent 1  

 

“I had two smaller children when I first started as a manager. That was hard, today, I 

would not have taken that role with small children, it was some hard years. […] It was 

different expectations, from my internal organization and those we would deliver to, 

what was expected of me. […] I never got any recovery, neither at work because we 

were too few and at home there was chaos with small children […].” – Respondent 2 

 

“I have three children, and sometimes it feels like the parental leave may be a barrier 

for women, but a push forward for men. I feel like, those men who have been on 

parental leave, increases their competencies. […] That they have managed this part of 

their lives, which is a bit unnatural for men. Suddenly you look at them as if they did so 

good because they stayed home with children. But women who have stayed home with 

children, that is just natural. On one hand, it is natural, but women are not born with 

the knowledge of how to take care of children, so we also have to make a journey and 

learn.” – Respondent 5 

 

 

It was also found that Sandvik was experienced by some of the respondents to have good 

family-friendly practices and opportunities in regards of children, that Sandvik is an 

employer with a lot of freedom. Furthermore, some also considered Sandvik to be good 

at encouraging employees in regards of parental leave and to stay home with children. 

 

 

“I did not have small children at the time I became a manager, but it probably would 

have worked to combine those two, but it would have been difficult to have enough time 

as a manager. At the same time, Sandvik is such a good employer, with pretty much 

freedom.” – Respondent 3 

 

“There was never any problem with combining my work as manager with small 

children. I think they encourage it, mainly because they fill up the parents’ allowance 

and that they encourage to stay home with the children. It has never been questioned if 

you were to stay home on parental leave. It is not even a subject of discussion, it just 

works.” – Respondent 4 

 

 

4.2. Actions Sandvik Take to Increase Gender Diversity   

4.2.1. Focus on Diversity and Inclusion  

What was found to be the most consistent perception by the respondents, in regards of 

what actions Sandvik take in the area of gender equality, was their extensive focus on 

diversity and inclusion. Sandvik have clear key numbers and goals with regards of the 

distribution between men and women: For example, one goal is to have a third of women 

in managerial positions by 2030. However, this type of goal had been observed by one 
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respondent to have existed for a long time, with some improvements during the years, but 

that Sandvik still had not achieved this. It was also found that the work with diversity and 

inclusion was perceived in different ways among the respondents. Some of them had a 

more positive view on this than others. All the respondents belonged to different 

departments and/or subsidiaries within Sandvik, which also was found to be a reason for 

the different experiences with how actively Sandvik work with gender equality and to 

facilitate women to managerial positions. Because of that it was found that the prioritizing 

of this can differ depending on where you are positioned.    

 

Something that have been hindering women to work at Sandvik, has been the heavy labor 

work that is required many times, e.g. in production. This is something Sandvik has been 

working with, to improve the ergonomic prerequisites, that enables better physical 

conditions for women. This has been limited during the years, mostly for women. On the 

topic of what actions Sandvik take, some of them said: 

 

 

“It is mostly diversity and inclusion that it talks about, which is fantastic, but I can 

personally think that most focus have been on diversity. And you can have diversity 

without inclusion, but somehow, you cannot have inclusion without diversity. Gender 

permeates everyone, and the gender issues has only been a small part of it all, I think. 

And you also have a goal for number of female managers, which have been kind of the 

same since I started, they still have not achieved that.” – Respondent 1 

 

“Today, Sandvik work much with inclusion, earlier it was a lot in regards of diversity, 

and the aspect of gender equality disappeared. But now, it has come back a bit to talk 

about gender equality. And where I work today, we have a female president, and we had 

another woman on that position before, whom now works in an even higher position in 

the organization. So, vi have a lot of female managers and women who works with 

important projects. […] My group is 50/50 women and men.” – Respondent 5 

 

“I think Sandvik actively work towards the goals that are set up for an equal 

distribution between men and women. We have clear key numbers and goals for this. 

What has hindered many women so far have been the heavy work, if you look at the 

worker side, which they have begun to take away. Which makes the physical work 

easier.” – Respondent 4   

 

 

4.2.2. Development Opportunities  

It was also found that Sandvik has different programs, such as development programs, 

management training, and leadership training. However, not all of these are directed 

specifically to facilitate women, but available for both men and women. Although, some 

programs have the requirement to have 50/50 men and women attending, which was 

found to be more beneficial for women due to that there are more men than women, in 

general, working at Sandvik. The experience of the respondents that feel that Sandvik 

take actions in regards of gender equality: 

 

 

“I got the chance to attend a development program, with 20 people and at that occasion 

they wanted to have 50/50 men and women, and in that case, you got an advantage as a 

woman, since there are more men than woman within the company. Such times it is a 
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substantial advantage to be a woman, since there are fewer to choose from.” – 

Respondent 2 

 

“There are development programs, where you get the opportunity to develop in your 

role and the ability to take leading positions, despite where you are positioned in the 

organization.” – Respondent 4 

 

“I do not know what Sandvik does to get more female managers. But of course, we have 

management and leadership training, but these are available for both men and women. 

Although, where I work, they work with the culture in the whole organization, with both 

men and women. And I think that is because of that we have had a female president and 

also have that today, so it is very much that are changing.” – Respondent 5 

 

 

Some of the respondents did not agree with the aforementioned statements. It was found 

by two respondents that the development possibilities are more limited for women, e.g. 

in the cases where a team gets to send one person on an education, because of that it is 

often a man that get selected for this. Thereby, it was experienced that the possibilities 

may get limited for women, because of that the society is formed in the way that the white 

male is superior of others, which according to the respondent, many times can be reflected 

on to Sandvik. It was also noticed that when ideas are proposed by women, they are many 

times neglected; meanwhile, men can propose the same idea and then it is considered as 

a highly relevant suggestion. Moreover, one of the respondents felt that the most actions 

Sandvik takes when it comes to gender diversity, is their focus on diversity and inclusion, 

and like mentioned earlier, it is experienced as it neglects the aspect of the gender.  

 

Sandvik also has a female network, which is unique in a male-dominated environment. 

This is a formal network that is sponsored by Sandvik; however, the network does not 

have any assignments delegated by Sandvik. The female network started 20 years ago 

from the initiative of a woman, based on the situation at the time, which was not equal 

among the genders. Furthermore, this is a network that actively works with gender 

equality issues. They bring in lecturers that speak about equality but also about leadership, 

and they have tried to get lecturers that also would attract men, in order to have more men 

engaged with this network. 

 

 

“It talks a lot about diversity and inclusion within Sandvik. And then they have the 

female network, which is unique. They sponsor it but there are no assignments from 

Sandvik’s side. They also encourage women, which is great. But if you look at the norm, 

and in the middle of the playing field you have the white male and the woman stands 

outside. […] So, the whole playing field are available for the man, but for me, only half 

of the field are available.” – Respondent 1 

 

“I do not feel that Sandvik actively work towards the gender equality goals. It is nothing 

that shows, and we often get such questions within the female network. We have often 

heard at meetings with the female network, that when women propose an idea it is often 

neglected, while a man can say the same thing and then it is considered as a great idea. 

[…] Same is it with development programs, if a team are allowed to send one person on 

some education, it is often a man that get chosen.” – Respondent 3 
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4.2.3. Recruitment Process  

Another aspect that was seen by the respondents as an important part to facilitate women 

to managerial positions, but also to the production, was the recruitment process. Some of 

the respondents experienced that Sandvik has made changes in this process, e.g. by 

adopting the vacancy advertisement to attract more women and set up goals so that in the 

recruitment process for a managerial position, there should always be a man and a woman, 

as far as possible, as the two final candidates. Some of the respondents said:  

 

 

“We have many women in managerial positions at the moment, if you compare with a 

few years ago. Only the last year, they have employed four women in higher leading 

positions, and even in production we have many women.” – Respondent 2 

 

“Where I work now, the goal is, if you have an available manager position, the end 

candidates shall be one man and one woman, with the right competencies, of course. 

[…]” – Respondent 3  

 

“I think that the distribution between men and women has been taken into account when 

recruiting. I also think that they write job advertisement that will attract women. […] 

And Sandvik has checklists that they follow for the newcomers, which makes it hard to 

deviate from that.” – Respondent 4 

 

 

Not all of the respondents shared this experience. It was found that some of them felt that 

there were room for improvement in this area. Moreover, there are also many mandatory 

criteria’s in the job advertisement of Sandvik, which two of the respondents perceived as 

a limitation when trying to attract more women. They had observed that qualified women, 

that fulfilled most of the criteria, did not apply for the post because of the feeling that she 

was not qualified enough. Meanwhile, men who only fulfill a few of the criteria apply 

regardless, indicating that women feel the need to be 100 percent sure to apply for a post 

while men are more confident in their abilities. Some experienced it as:  

 

 

“I think that, if Sandvik would have based all decisions on competencies when 

recruiting to a position, the gender distribution had looked different. At the same time, 

the job advertisement also effects who applies. If you should meet 10 requirements for a 

position, a man often apply even if he fulfills four of them, while a woman who fulfills 

nine of them, might not apply anyway. Which have a connection with the glass ceiling, 

and it is clearly visible at Sandvik.” – Respondent 1 

 

“[…] But I think the job advertisements include to many mandatory criteria’s, and that 

might lead to that a woman fulfills most of them but do not apply, while a man fulfills a 

few and thinking “I apply”. Already there, you lose some women. I have provided 

feedback to the recruitment team about that they should adapt the ads more to women. 

Sometimes they have had pictures in the ad, with a guy standing with a drill bit, and you 

can connect it to a gender right away, that is not so clever.” – Respondent 3 

 

“I think that gender equality is a very charged topic, and many believe that they will 

lose a lot on it. But we see these female role models, where I work with a female 

president. And now we have had the pandemic, and our former CEO, a woman, has 
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done a fantastic job. It is important to be able to see good female role models at all 

levels, to attract more women.” – Respondent 5 

 

 

4.3. Does Gender Diversity Impact Sustainability? 
Like mentioned in the earlier section, Sandvik put a substantial focus on diversity and 

inclusion, it is something they talk a lot about and that they frequently work with. 

Moreover, Sandvik contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), where 

SDG 5, which covers gender equality, are considered as one of the most relevant for 

Sandvik. It is in the connection with the SDG 5 they highlight their goal, to have a third 

of female managers by 2030. But is the gender equality work within Sandvik actually 

perceived by the respondents as a way to better contribute to sustainability?  

4.3.1. The Importance of Gender Equality  

It was found in this research, that the majority of the respondents did not feel that gender 

equality is seen as an important dimension at Sandvik, in the context of sustainability. 

Furthermore, most of the respondents did not perceive that the gender equality work that 

Sandvik does is because of the aim to better contribute to sustainability. Several previous 

studies have shown that gender equality is an important part in the social dimension and 

is an important aspect that is needed to achieve sustainability. Nevertheless, the majority 

of the respondents did not seem to feel that Sandvik look at gender equality from the 

perspective as one of the aspects in the four dimensions of sustainability. They said for 

example: 

 

 

“It might be an important dimension when spoken in words, but not with actions. There 

are a lot of examples, the top students that graduate from education are many times 

women, why are not all of them here, working for Sandvik? There is a lot of research 

that shows, in terms of knowledge, that there are a lot of competent women. It is 

impossible to justify why they are not here.” – Respondent 1 

 

“I do not know if I have got the feeling that it is an important dimension in regards of 

sustainability. When you talk about sustainability, it is something that we should have, 

because others have it. But in reality, it is not that important. It is nothing I have 

noticed, that it is a reason to why we want women in managerial positions. At the same 

time, we have increased the number of women. So, it is a goal, that they are pushing 

forward, but the reason to it might be because of that women tend to think a bit 

differently and can provide different angles, which makes it better.” – Respondent 2 

 

“No, I cannot say that, even though I think so myself and others as well, but I do not 

experience that it shows in practice. It was a lot of talk about gender equality a few 

years ago, but now you talk more about sustainability, it is like you have forgotten 

about gender equality. Except the part of increasing the number of women, they still 

talk about that.” – Respondent 3 

 

“We work a lot with it, but I am not sure that everyone connects it to sustainability. I 

think like this, many of those who studies today, with good results, are many times 

women. So, in order for us to be an attractive employer in the future, we have to make 

sure that women thrive in this company. It was not so popular when I first said that, but 

that is around 10 years ago now. But I am not sure they connect it with sustainability.” 

– Respondent 5 
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One of the respondents felt that Sandvik puts a great effort in their sustainability work, 

and also experience that gender equality is an important aspect to better contribute to the 

sustainability work within Sandvik. It was found from this respondent that Sandvik highly 

prioritize their work towards gender equality, and that they clearly state that this is one of 

their focus areas in the context of sustainability. On the other hand, the respondent felt 

that Sandvik may put their focus to much on a figure, e.g. in regards of their goal about 

female managers, which was experienced to neglect the aspect of diversity and inclusion. 

The respondent said:  

 

 

“Yes, it is an important dimension, it is very clear that it is one of our focus areas, to 

work with gender equality. But they make it easy for themselves, by saying that it is a 

percentage of women workers and managers, but you have not included diversity or 

different ethnicity, background and personality types. In a way, you push it hard and 

succeed in it, but like I said, it is focused on men and women and a figure.” – 

Respondent 4 

 

 

4.3.2. The Benefits of Gender Equality 

All of the respondents think that gender equality would benefit the sustainability of 

Sandvik. However, it was found that they do not connect it to the four dimensions of 

sustainability, where gender equality is included in the social dimension. Their personal 

perception of the term sustainability mostly linked back to the environmental aspect. 

Moreover, many of them also mentioned the wellbeing at the workplace as an important 

aspect. Although, it was also found that the respondents experience that gender equality 

would benefit the sustainability within Sandvik, because of the possibility to provide 

different angles of thinking, and that more of a mix of the genders would be the most 

beneficial. Furthermore, some also experienced that diversity and inclusion is not only 

important from a gender point of view, but in a more general sense as well. The 

respondents said:  

 

 

“Women think differently, I do not think that has to do with our gender, but the social. 

Women are often learned to think bigger, so we have learnt that. And I think that would 

make a difference.” – Respondent 1 

 

“Women are many times more sustainable than men, maybe. But many men also try to 

pursue sustainability, but it might be more important for women.” – Respondent 2 

 

“I am convinced that a mix would be the best, preferable 50/50, so you get the same 

amount of inputs from both sides. You think differently, on different issues and probably 

also on issues regarding sustainability, and it is good to include all. I do not only think 

of women and men, but also from different cultures, to get different views of things.” – 

Respondent 3 

 

“I think it would be beneficial, but there are also a lot of focus on gender, women and 

men. I believe more in diversity, that it does not get too focused on just woman and 

man, we have a lot of different gender identities as well. So, it is very complex to 
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exclusively look at men and women, I would like to have a cross-section of society. So 

that all categories can participate and take place.” – Respondent 4 

 

“In general, I think gender equality would benefit everyone in the whole world. I 

strongly believe that how you behave towards nature also reflects how you behave 

towards women. The world would be a better place if more women would rule. Women 

might be more involved in the employees lives and thinks that you have to look at the 

result of the company in the long run, and thereby, makes sure that everyone feel good 

and care about the employees.” – Respondent 5 
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5. Discussion 
This chapter presents the findings of the study in the context of the theoretical framework. 

The chapter will discuss the barriers that was most relevant for the participants, the 

actions that Sandvik take to reduce these barriers, in addition with the perception of 

gender equality in context with sustainability.  

 

5.1. Identified Barriers 
Sandvik is a company that for several years have been dominated by men. However, more 

women have entered this industry, which implies that progress have been made. 

Nevertheless, Sandvik have the foundation of being a male-dominated company, thereby, 

it can be assumed that it will take time for this kind of industry to develop into a more 

equal environment. This may be in line with Woodhams and Lupton (2006) and Scala 

and Paterson (2017), who argue that in regards of gender equality policies, the 

responsibilities mainly lay with the mangers, and because of the several dimensions of 

gender equality it can vary which of these that are chosen to be implemented. In a big 

company like Sandvik, with different departments and subsidiaries under the Sandvik 

group, the gender equality work may have great success in some of these, while the 

development is slower in others. Thus, the overall progress of gender diversity within 

Sandvik is suggested to be in accordance with Schoen and Rost (2021), namely that the 

diversity within the organization have made great progress, yet, the diversity in 

managerial positions remain low.  

5.1.1. Discrimination 

According to some of the respondents they still have to face discrimination from their 

male co-workers or managers. Although, some of them expressed that most of the 

discrimination occurred when they were younger and more unexperienced, especially 

when they first started as managers. According to the majority of the respondents, they 

had a common perception of that it was mostly older men they faced prejudice from, 

which could be linked to the argument by Heilman (1997) of gender stereotyping. This 

implies that women are more suitable as caregivers, which was more common back in the 

days. Thus, it may be one of the reasons to why the respondents have experienced most 

of the resistance from older men.  

 

It can be assumed that managers at Sandvik for a long time have searched new employees 

that are similar to themselves, i.e. men. Gamba and Kleiner (2001) stated that “the old 

boy’s network” is an informal network in which male managers seek people with a high 

similarity to themselves, which excludes women in different ways. Thus, this seems to 

have been a part of the culture within Sandvik for a long time, which also could explain 

why it is mainly the older men that do not seem to appreciate being led by a younger 

woman. Furthermore, in regards of this somewhat old-fashioned mindset, that still seems 

to flourish in the culture of Sandvik, it could be another reason to why the number of 

female managers is still quite low.  

 

Especially Respondents 2, 3 and 4 had experienced clear resistance from the older men 

when they first started as managers. They had a harder time being heard, and they did not 

perceive the older men as welcoming and accepting of these women to be their manager. 

Bridges et al. (2021) and Rosa et al. (2017) highlighted the gender expectations that can 

exist in a male-dominated company, the perception that women do not belong, which may 

result in that colleagues and employees devalue the competencies of women. Which 
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appears to be the case for these respondents, where the older men did not seem to 

experience these women as capable of leading them.  

 

The discrimination is not exclusively from older men. Respondent 3 had also experienced 

discrimination from her younger male manager, which was condescending towards her 

and did not perceive her as competent. This is in accordance with Chan and Anteby (2016) 

who argue that it is common that male managers in male-dominated environments 

perceive their female co-workers as an inferior performer, which can be suggested to be 

in line with the experience of Respondent 3. Since this male manager did not believe that 

Respondent 3 had the ability to take on a higher position, he had from the beginning 

decided to expect less of her performance. This is also in line with Fink (2017, p. 84) and 

Sandberg and Grant (2015), where the phenomenon of bropropriation results in that 

women’s ideas are not considered valuable. If male workers neglect the competencies of 

women, it will most likely result in that their ideas are not listened to, even though it is a 

good idea, and instead a man can pick up this idea and suggest it himself and all of a 

sudden it is a great idea. According to Respondent 3, this is something that have come up 

many times at meetings with Sandvik’s female network and, as such, it appears as if 

bropropriation is a quite common phenomenon at Sandvik.   

 

It becomes clear that it is important to have endorsement from co-workers, but especially 

from the manager. Thus, when the support does not exist it appears to be difficult to rise 

over a certain level for these female managers, and in accordance with Powell and 

Butterfield (2015), Sahoo and Lenka (2016), and Lekchiri and Kamm (2020), complicates 

the ability to break through the glass ceiling. Respondent 5 had the experience of being 

declined a higher salary because of that she lived together with a man that had a high 

salary, and thereby it was argued that she did not need any more money because he could 

provide for her. This could be connected to the development of gender equality within 

Sweden. There is still a wage cap, and according to the Gender Equality Index (EIGE, 

2020), women earn less than men, especially women living in a duality with children, 

which earn 26% less than men. However, the reason for the neglecting of Respondent 5’s 

request for an increased salary, is hard to point out exactly what it depends on, but for 

example, it could be based on the perception that women are more suitable as caregivers 

(Heilman, 1997), as well as that the dimension of equal pay could be a dimension that 

was not prioritized in this occasion (Coron, 2020).  

 

These kinds of behaviors may increase the pressure on the female managers. As 

Respondent 1 stated, when observing and experience situations where discrimination 

have occurred, it has also taught her how to handle these situations. The respondent 

expressed the need to adjust to such situations in order to not be removed and to not be 

perceived as a troublemaker. It is clear from the experiences of the respondent, that it 

takes a lot of effort to handle certain situations when working in a male-dominated 

company. This will be covered more thoroughly in the next section.  

5.1.2. Adapting the Working-style 

All of the respondents have, at some point during their careers at Sandvik, felt the need 

to adapt their working-style. Some expressed that this did increase the pressure, and also 

a need to prove themselves capable. This is in accordance with Lekchiri and Kamm 

(2020), stating that women are required to put both time and effort, because of the various 

kinds of bias and discrimination in the workplace. Especially, Respondents 1 and 3 

expressed the need to prove themselves capable towards the men, and Respondent 1 also 

felt the need to be able to answer questions in a more precise level of detail, something 
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that is not required by her male co-workers. Furthermore, from the arguments of the 

respondents, it may be situations within Sandvik where the female managers are required 

to prove themselves in a wider sense than their male colleagues. It was stated by 

Respondent 3 that this increase the stress-level, which is in line with Gardiner and 

Tiggemann (1999) argument: Women in male-dominated industries is said to experience 

the highest level of pressure because they face more discrimination, hence, more 

engagement is needed from women.  

 

At the same time, the argument of Gardiner and Tiggemann (1999) regarding stress-levels 

was only in line with the experience of Respondent 3. None of the other respondents 

expressed any difficulties in regards of a higher stress-level as a barrier when trying to 

advance in the managerial hierarchy. Thus, the suggestions by Kanter (1977), Powell 

(1988), Davidson and Cooper (1992), and Bellamy and Ramsay (1994) – that a higher 

stress-level could be a barrier for women attempting to reach higher positions – are not 

in line with the findings of this study.  

 

All of the respondents have worked most of their career-life in male dominated 

environments, but not all of them share the same experience in regards of adapting their 

working-style. Respondents 4 and 5 had mainly adapted their working-style when they 

were younger, as opposed to the other respondents. Thus, the current situation for these 

two respondents is not in line with the argument of Bridges et al. (2021) about prejudice 

from male colleagues and employees, since the respondents do not experience such 

resistance today. It might be easy for women to become blind to any potential problems 

and issues related to gender when they are used to a male-dominated environment, which 

Respondent 2 stated to be the case for her. Therefore, any adaptive behavior and 

problematic barriers may even be difficult for women themselves to notice, which might 

contribute to a kind of status quo. 

 

It was argued by Eagly and Johnson (1990) that women working in male-dominated 

companies may feel the need to adopt a more traditionally masculine leadership-style. 

Moreover, it is suggested that have been the case, to some extent, for all of the 

respondents. It can be assumed from the experience of the respondents that a more direct 

and tougher leadership-style have been required of them when working as managers at 

Sandvik. According to Eyring and Stead (1998), female managers may be perceived as 

“bossy” when adopting the same leadership-style as men. However, this was not in line 

with the experience of the majority of the respondents as they had not observed any 

negative outcomes of this adaption; instead, it was perceived as something that was 

required to be more accepted as a leader at Sandvik.  

 

Respondent 2, however, had experienced situations where it was expected from her to be 

more direct and determined, which is not a natural part of the respondent’s leadership-

style. Therefore, the feeling was that the respondent had been perceived as a weak leader. 

Also, Respondent 2 expressed opinions in line with Eyring and Stead (1998), namely that 

women in higher management positions was perceived as bossier because of a more direct 

and tougher leadership-style, something that may not be in connection with the typical 

“female leadership-style”. While only Respondent 2 has experienced that women in 

higher management positions are perceived as “bossy”, there might be other employees 

at Sandvik not included in this study that share those experiences. 
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5.1.3. Equal Treatment and Opportunities  

The most substantial source to avoid barriers and/or difficulties in the respondent’s role 

as manager, are the co-workers and managers. From the perspective of the respondents, 

the people in the surroundings have a huge impact on whether female managers are 

treated equally and whether or not they have the same opportunities for development. 

Respondent 5 had, on one occasion when being in a high position, experienced that the 

development progress for the respondent stopped at a certain level. Meanwhile, the 

respondent could observe that the development of the male co-workers continued, despite 

no clear difference of their competencies. This is in accordance with Giscombe and Mattis 

(2002), namely that the barriers to women’s development in the upward movement in an 

organization can mainly be found in the advancement process. At the same time, Lyness 

and Grotto (2018) argue that one issue is that research have mainly focused on barriers in 

the advancement process of women, while neglecting the actual solutions to enable equal 

access to managerial positions. This becomes a bit contradictory and highlight the 

complexity of the area.  

 

It has been shown that the progress of women in managerial positions in Sweden has a 

slow development curve: From 2012 to 2018, the percentage of female managers has only 

increased with 4% (Statistics Sweden, 2014, cited in Sato and Ando, 2017; SCB, 2020). 

This makes it possible to assume, that the example of Respondent 5 could be linked to 

the statement that female managers in the Swedish labor market only reach to a certain 

point, until they encounter the phenomenon of the glass ceiling (Albrecht et al., 2003; 

Wahlberg, 2010). However, it can be stressed that the experience of Respondent 5 was 

some years ago, at a time when Sandvik did not work with diversity and inclusion in the 

same way, meaning that the outcome of the situation may have ended up differently today.   

 

When Respondent 1 first started as a manager, she considered herself lucky because of 

the reception she received from a female co-worker, which helped her with the on-the-

job-training. According to Doeringer and Piore (1971) and Reskin and Padavic (1994), it 

is crucial with cooperation from co-workers when first entering an organization. It can be 

suggested that the reception Respondent 1 received limited the risk of facing difficulties 

when first entering Sandvik. Respondent 1 also felt that the situation would not have 

looked the same without the help from the female co-worker; this can be put in relation 

to the argument of Walshok (1981) who argue that the male co-workers are not willing 

to help the female newcomers in the same way as the male newcomers.  

 

Respondents 2, 3 and 4 did not feel that they had got less opportunities to on-the-job-

training than their male co-workers. Hence, the experiences of these respondents are not 

in accordance with the argument of Walshok (1981). However, Respondent 4 did express 

that it has changed over time: Nowadays, the main focus at Sandvik is not the gender, but 

the personal attributes, which, according to Respondent 4, was not the case when the 

respondent first started at Sandvik. This may be because of that it was fewer women 

employed at Sandvik at the time Respondent 4 first started. Thus, even though 

Respondent 4 had not experienced any disadvantages or unequal treatment compared to 

the male co-workers, it might be that it was more common at Sandvik back in the days, 

that women who entered the company experienced disadvantages and may not have 

received as much assistance from male co-workers. This would have been in accordance 

with Doeringer and Piore (1971), Walshok (1981), and Reskin and Padavic (1994).  
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5.1.4. Family-friendly Practices 

According to Respondents 1, 2 and 5, it has been hard to combine the managerial role at 

Sandvik with their personal lives, with regards to responsibilities for small children. It 

should be noted that it was a number of years ago that the respondents had small children, 

but especially Respondents 1 and 5 expressed beliefs that this is still a barrier for women 

in managerial positions at Sandvik. This is in line with Watts (2009) who argues that the 

combination of these two aspects – the professional career and family life – are harder for 

women in male-dominated companies. This because of the perception that parental leave 

for men is an obligation with no effect of the professional career, while women have to 

find a way to combine their professional and caring roles.  

 

Respondents 1 and 5 experienced that there is an expectation on women within Sandvik 

with regards to responsibilities of children. It is expected that women are the caregivers, 

and in accordance with Watts (2009), considered as an obligation for men who takes care 

of children. Moreover, the respondents expressed that their male co-workers that stay 

home with children are perceived as fantastic, that it is incredible that they go on parental 

leave. Which Respondent 5 experienced, increased the competencies of the men when 

they are perceived to have been able to manage this “unnatural” part of their lives, and 

thereby, get a push forward. Meanwhile, it is an expectation that women should stay 

home, that is natural. Respondent 5 argue, even though this is natural, it is a new 

experience and journey for women as well. This is also in line with Ayre et al. (2013), 

that it is within the norms and an assumption that women are the caregivers, creating a 

pressure on women as imposed by societal expectations. This pressure could reflect 

expectations that seem to exist within Sandvik.  

 

On the other hand, the experiences of Respondent 3 and, especially, Respondent 4 do not 

line up with those of the aforementioned respondents, nor Watts (2009) and Ayre et al. 

(2013) statements. While Respondent 3 did not work as a manager at the time of small 

children, both Respondent 3 and 4 expressed that Sandvik have well established family-

friendly practices that enable the employees to balance their professional and personal 

lives (Lee and Hong, 2011). 

 

It is interesting how the experiences of the respondents clearly differ in this area, and 

what the reasons to this are. According to Joecks et al. (2021), the family-friendly 

practices engagement within organizations has increased over the years, which can be 

argued to be in pace with an increased number of women in the workforce. This could 

also be the case within Sandvik since the number of female employees has increased 

during the years and, in accordance with Joecks et al. (2021), it gets more crucial for 

organizations like Sandvik to improve these practices in order to reduce the risk of 

absence and loss of competent employees.  

 

Respondents 1 and 5, however, stated that they still experience this as a substantial barrier 

for women, which could be in connection with the suggestion by Dreher (2003), that 

companies with a higher share of female employees engage more in these practices. Even 

though the share of both female employees and managers has increased at Sandvik, it is 

still a male-dominated company. Thus, it might be, that family-friendly practices may not 

be a highly prioritized part at Sandvik. Furthermore, this can also be linked back to the 

argument of Woodhams and Lupton (2006) and Scala and Paterson (2017), that it is 

mainly up to the managers to decide which dimensions of gender equality that are 

implemented. This may be a reason for the respondent’s different experiences of this, 

since they work in different departments within Sandvik, in such; have different 
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managers, and the number of women at each department differ, which also could affect 

the cruciality of family-friendly practices. This also have a connection to the argument of 

Moore (1990) and Acker (2006) who argue that gender equality is often more important 

for women than men, and in accordance with Altman and Shortland (2008) and Aparna 

(2014), that many organizations fail to provide employees with the flexibility required in 

this area. Hence, a department with few women, may not perceive this as an issue, since 

they will not be highly affected by, e.g. absence.   

 

The barriers within Sandvik that has been covered in this section, suggested to be most 

relevant, are summarized in figure 4. 

 

 
Figure. 4 The most relevant barriers at Sandvik applied to the model by Sahoo and Lenka (2016, p. 316) 

seen in Figure 1. According to the model by Sahoo and Lenka, the organizational barriers are those that 

are embedded in the environment and culture at Sandvik, while supervisor barriers are a result of 

attitudes among individual employees. 
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5.2. Actions Sandvik Take to Increase Gender Diversity 

5.2.1. Focus on Diversity and Inclusion 

According to all of the respondents, what appears to be most visible within Sandvik 

regarding their measures to increase gender diversity, is that they highly prioritize their 

focus on diversity and inclusion. However, from the observation of Respondent 1, this is 

mainly something it talks about, and that the issue of gender equality has been somewhat 

neglected; also, what actual actions that have been made in regards of this seemed a bit 

vague. Moreover, Sandvik have set up goals in regards of female managers, which 

Respondent 1 expressed had been in the organization for a long time, with some 

improvements, but that Sandvik still had not achieved this.  

 

On the other hand, Respondent 4 mean that Sandvik actively works towards these goals 

and that the main obstacle for an equal gender distribution has been the heavy work, 

which may hinder women based on physical conditions. Respondent 4 experienced that 

Sandvik constantly works with improving this, which enables more women to enter 

different positions within Sandvik. Furthermore, Respondent 5 also expressed an 

improvement within Sandvik, where an increased focus on gender equality has evolved; 

hence, at the respondent’s department they now have a lot of female employees in high 

positions and an overall equal distribution between men and women.  

 

The aforementioned statements may have a connection with Eyring and Stead (1998) and 

Powell and Butterfield (2015), who argue that previous research has mainly been focused 

on the issues for women in managerial positions. This could explain why guidelines on 

the actual actions to prevent these barriers and suggestions on how to handle these issues 

are still lacking. In turn, this could explain why the actions taken by Sandvik appears a 

bit vague based on the experiences of the respondents.  

5.2.2. Development Opportunities  

Respondents 2, 4 and 5 highlighted the opportunity within Sandvik to attempt 

development programs, as well as management and leadership training. According to 

Respondents 4 and 5, these programs are not specifically directed to women, and 

Respondent 5 had not observed that these programs were intended by Sandvik to facilitate 

more women to managerial positions. At the same time, Respondent 4 felt that these 

programs enable great opportunities to develop and are available for all. Moreover, 

Respondent 2 had experienced that it even was an advantage of being a woman, because 

of that in some occasions Sandvik require 50/50 men and women to take part of a 

program. Hence, it is easier to attend as a woman, since it is fewer women to choose from. 

This has some connection to the example of Pfizer, that have had success in their gender 

diversity work, e.g. by providing development programs (Gingras, 2021). However, in 

the case of Pfizer, these programs are specifically offered to their female employees, 

which is not always the case for the programs within Sandvik.  

 

Respondents 1 and 3, did not agree on that Sandvik provides the same opportunities to 

women. Respondent 1 mean that the situation at Sandvik reflects to the norm of the 

society, where the white male has more opportunities than others. Moreover, Respondent 

3 has not experienced that Sandvik actively strive towards their gender equality goals. In 

regards of development opportunities, Respondent 3 did not have the same experience as 

Respondents 2 and 4, because of that if only one person is to be send to an education, they 

mainly choose men. Hence, it could be an effect of the statement by Jackson (2001), that 
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many companies neglect the work towards gender diversity. However, this is not in line 

with Respondents 2 and 4, that experienced that Sandvik actively work towards gender 

equality, and according to Respondent 2, in some cases, there are more advantages for 

women. 

 

Sandvik does, however, have a female network, which is unique. This is similar to the 

company Corning Incorporated who also have had success in their gender equality work. 

Among other things, Corning Incorporated sponsor quality improvement teams that focus 

on the issues of women (Loughran, 1991), which is the focus area of Sandvik’s female 

network that is also sponsored by Sandvik. However, Corning Incorporated also have the 

CEO and top executives to attend gender training programs (Bergman, 1991), which is 

not something that Sandvik appears to do. Furthermore, additional examples of successful 

actions that companies have taken have been covered in chapter 2 of this study, and most 

of them does not appear to reflect the actions taken by Sandvik. Garland (1991) also 

highlighted that the company Tenneco Inc. provide an executive bonus to managers when 

they make progress in promoting both women and minorities, something that has proven 

successful. Also, this is not in accordance with the gender equality work at Sandvik.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the respondents emphasized the importance of endorsement, 

especially from their managers. Based on this, it can be suggested that it would be 

beneficial for Sandvik to involve the top executives in gender training programs 

(Bergman, 1991), as well as an executive’s bonus, when promoting women (Garland, 

1991). Many of the issues today appears to be from the higher positions in the hierarchy 

of Sandvik, thus, it seems relevant to start making changes in the top management. 

However, such an executive’s bonus may entail a risk of competencies being neglected: 

For example, that women are prioritized based on the desire of obtaining a bonus, and 

thereby, gender diversity may shift in the other direction instead.  

 

Important to remember is that neither of the companies mentioned as examples are 

founded in Sweden, even if some of them operates there as well, which can result in 

different conditions compared to Sandvik. Also, they are not the same kind of company 

as Sandvik. Hence, it limits the generalizability of these actions on to Sandvik. Although, 

the respondents have observed change within Sandvik, e.g. in regards of more female 

managers, yet the effect of the actions themselves, taken by Sandvik, are not clearly 

visible by the respondents. In regards of Sweden, Hultin (2003) highlights the efforts that 

have been made in regards of women to enter and remain in the labor market, which may 

be a result of the progress that Sandvik has made. However, Persson and Wadensjö 

(1997), argue that the political concentration of this issue has disregarded the qualitative 

conditions of women in labor market, which results in that the issues when attempting to 

climb the managerial hierarchy, still remains. Thus, this may also be reflected to Sandvik, 

since it is a company operating in Sweden.  

5.2.3. Recruitment Process 

All of the respondents perceived the recruitment process of Sandvik as an important part 

to get more female employees. Where Respondent 3 is positioned, they have established 

a goal, to have one man and one woman, as the two final candidates for all available 

manager positions. Respondent 2 had also experienced an increased engagement of 

employing women, both to higher positions, as well in the production. Furthermore, 

Respondent 4 mean that Sandvik have adapted the job advertisement in order to attract 

more women. Also, Respondent 4 stated that Sandvik uses checklist for new 

employments, which makes it difficult to deviate from, regardless the gender. According 
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to Fägerlind (2009) it is substantial for organizations to provide the same opportunities, 

despite gender, to apply for available positions and on-the-job training, which is in line 

with the experiences of Respondents 2, 3 and 4.  

 

Respondent 3 experiences of Sandvik’s job advertisements are not in line with Fägerlind 

(2009). The respondent expressed that the job advertisements are often not developed to 

attract women since they can consist of images that clearly connects the advertisement 

more to men. Moreover, Respondent 3 has also observed that, since the advertisements 

contains several requirements, it increases the risk of women not applying. This is in line 

with the experience of Respondent 1, that women feel a greater need to fulfill all of the 

requirements, while men often apply for the position any way. This could be connected 

to the argument of Boye and Grönlund (2018), namely that men and women with the 

same level of education often end up with jobs with different requirements, resulting in 

different wage and career opportunities. 

 

The experiences of Respondents 1 and 3, also seem to be in line with Bosak and Sczesny 

(2008) and Deal and Stevenson (1998): That women may often feel that they do not live 

up to the requirements for a manager position even though they have many requirements. 

In other words, women’s self-perception seems to prevent them from applying unless 

they fulfill all of the requirements. If women feel the need to fulfill more requirements 

than men when applying for a position, this could result in a clear division between the 

genders at Sandvik. Both Respondents 1 and 3 have experienced this and it might be 

something that Sandvik must work actively to resolve, by striving to empower their 

female employees through various strategies. 

 

Respondent 1 also mean that the gender distribution at Sandvik would have looked 

differently if they based all the recruitment decisions exclusively on competencies. The 

respondent expressed, in accordance with Powell and Butterfield (2015) and Boye and 

Grönlund (2018), that this is connected to the glass ceiling, which is clearly visible at 

Sandvik according to the respondent. This because of the respondents experience that 

Sandvik, somewhat, neglect the competencies when recruiting, thus, makes it harder for 

women to access different positions than it is for men.  

 

5.3. Does Gender Diversity Impact Sustainability? 
Sandvik contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), where they point out 

SDG 5 – gender equality and empowerment of women (Mérida-Serrano et al., 2020) – as 

one of their more prioritized parts. Based on this, it can be assumed that, in accordance 

with Littig (2018), the perspective of gender equality has developed over time into a more 

important dimension of sustainable development at Sandvik. Furthermore, within the 

SDG 5, Sandvik has developed their goal to achieve a third of female managers by 2030. 

Thus, it seems that Sandvik are aware of the importance of gender diversity and that it 

can improve several aspects of the organization, for example through contributions of 

female managers (Singh et al., 2008; Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Soares et al., 2011).  

5.3.1. The Importance of Gender Equality 

According to Respondents 1, 2 and 3, gender equality is not perceived as an important 

dimension within Sandvik, in order to better contribute to sustainable development. 

Respondent 1 mean that it appears as an important part when spoken in words, but it does 

not show in actions. Also, Respondent 2 expressed that, in regards of sustainability at 

Sandvik, it is mainly something that they “should” have. Respondent 3, on the other hand, 

mean that there is a lot of focus on sustainability and that the gender equality part is 
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neglected. It can be suggested that this is in line with Haynes and Murray (2019), that the 

social dimension at Sandvik has been disregarded, especially, from a gender equality 

perspective.  

 

From the perspective of these respondents, it appears as Sandvik may have focused on 

diversity and inclusion, since they “should” be equal, e.g. because of the discrimination 

legislation that exists in Sweden. According to Fägerlind (2009) this is a common issue 

amongst Swedish organizations. Furthermore, Respondent 5 expressed that Sandvik 

works a lot with gender equality, however, the respondent did not experience it as they 

connected it as a way to better contribute to sustainability. This goes back to the argument 

made by Fägerlind (2009), that there is often a lack of understanding in regards of how 

gender equality affects the whole organization. Even though it appears, to some extent, 

that Sandvik are aware of the positive outcomes of an increased diversity and they also 

focus on the sustainable development, it can be assumed from these statements, that they 

have lost track of the connection between these dimensions. In accordance with Dyllick 

and Hockerts (2002), all four of the sustainable dimensions are required in order for an 

organization to fully achieve sustainable development.  

 

At the same time, Respondent 4, did experience that Sandvik perceive gender equality as 

an important dimension, in the context of sustainability. Thus, the experience of 

Respondent 4 contradicts the argument of the other respondents, as well as Fägerlind 

(2009). Moreover, Respondent 4 argues that Sandvik clearly shows that gender equality 

is one of their main focus. However, the respondent states that Sandvik focus too much 

on men and women and a figure. Hence, it could, in a way, be linked back to the 

experience of Respondents 1, 2 and 3, that Sandvik may lack the in-depth understanding 

of the linkage between gender equality and sustainability. Because of that they focus too 

much on a figure, by setting up goals, which may just be something they “should” 

achieve.  

 

It appears as this area could be perceived in different ways, probably because of the 

magnitude of Sandvik. However, according to Chaves Ávila et al. (2013), Santero 

Sanchez and Castro Núñez (2016), Borzaga et al. (2017), and Núñez et al. 2020, there are 

more than SDG 5 that covers the conditions of women in the labor market, like SDG 8 

and 10. Also, that these three SDGs have a linkage with Social Economy, in a way that it 

can increase gender equality at the workplace. This do not appear to be in accordance 

with Sandvik. Thus, it can be suggested that this have a connection with the experience 

of Respondent 4. Sandvik have chosen to highlight the SDG 5, where they put a 

percentage of how many female managers they want to achieve, but the question remains 

if they really understand the meaning of it.  

5.3.2. The Benefits of Gender Equality 

According to all of the respondents, when talking about sustainability, it mainly brings 

focus to the environmental issues. It appears as if the four dimensions that have to be 

included to achieve sustainable development, in accordance with Dyllick and Hockerts 

(2002), may not have reached out with its full understanding to the organization nor the 

employees. However, all of the respondents agreed that gender equality would be 

beneficial for the sustainable development within Sandvik. This was mainly argued to be 

because of the chance to get different ways of thinking in regards of both sustainability, 

and other issues.  
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It is clear that the involvement of women would be beneficial for Sandvik, in several 

aspects. Moreover, the importance of gender equality as a dimension of sustainable 

development, has increased over the years, especially, when it was addressed as a goal in 

the Agenda 2030 (Littig, 2018). Nevertheless, none of the respondents specifically 

expressed gender equality to be a way for Sandvik to better contribute to the sustainable 

development. Thereby, it can be assumed, that there is a need within Sandvik to fully 

understand the connection between gender equality and sustainability. Since Sandvik 

seems to put focus on sustainability, diversity and inclusion, they may have to start putting 

these more in connection to each other in order to succeed. Sandvik claim to prioritize 

SDG 5, although this is appeared to mainly be something that is spoken in words, 

especially according to Respondent 1. The respondent argues that there are many female 

top students, and that it is not possible for Sandvik to justify why these women shines 

with their absence at Sandvik. Thus, the respondent highlights the lack of actions from 

Sandvik in this area. 
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6. Conclusion 
At the outset of this project, the purpose was to investigate how five women working in 

a male-dominated company experienced the barriers and difficulties when attempting to 

advance in the organizational hierarchy. Previous research has covered several of these 

barriers over the years, and the progress in regards of gender equality have developed. 

Nevertheless, the improvements follow a slow development curve, despite all the research 

that enlightening the problems in regards of women in managerial positions, as well as 

the positive effects of gender diversity.  

 

The ambition was to take a closer look at one company that is clearly dominated by men 

and investigate this issue from the perspective of five women. Thereby, examine what 

seems to be the most relevant difficulties, if the company takes any actions in practice, as 

well as if the gender perspective is seen as an important dimension to better contribute to 

Sandvik’s sustainable development. To reach the goal of the investigation, a number of 

research questions was defined, that the study sought to find answers to. These questions 

are iterated once more below, with answers provided for each. 

 

(i) Within the context of the studied case company, what barriers are perceived 

as the most common for women in different positions when trying to reach 

managerial positions?  

 

One barrier that all of the participants had faced during their time at Sandvik, was 

discrimination. This may be an effect of that it also was common to adapt their working-

style. One important part in all of this is that women receive equal treatment and 

opportunities. Something that differ depending on who you work with, who your manager 

is, and your personal attributes. Also, family-friendly practices are something that may 

prevent women from reaching managerial positions. From the analysis of the findings, 

discrimination is considered to be the core barrier, which evolve all of the other barriers. 

If women could enter a male-dominated company, where the male colleagues would 

perceive them as a blank sheet without any preconceived notions based on the gender, it 

can be suggested that this blank sheet would be filled with women’s accomplishments 

and characteristics. Thus, dissolve the barriers that emerge solely based on the fact that 

they are women.  

 

(ii) Which strategies are the company developing in order to facilitate that women 

can access managerial positions? 

 

It is clear that Sandvik has talked a lot about diversity and inclusion with their employees. 

However, the actions Sandvik take in order to facilitate female access to managerial 

positions appears to be more diffuse. Even though they have set up goals in regards of 

female managers, their commitment towards the goals appears to differ depending on who 

you ask. Although, Sandvik has made improvements, for example when it comes to 

development opportunities, where some of their development programs have the 

requirement to have a 50/50 division between the genders. Their recruitment process has 

also made progress, with alterations that may benefit women.  

 

From the perspective of Sandvik, the management and top management, are majority 

men. Hence, for an actual change to take place, it can be assumed that it is substantial that 

more men also engage in these issues. This has to be included in the core of Sandvik, in 

order to get the whole organization on board. For example, the female network at Sandvik, 

which consists of, exclusively, women. Even though women are not the problem of the 
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manner, they are the ones most engage with these issues. It makes you wonder, what the 

reasons are for the limited amount of research highlighting what actions companies take, 

as well as constructive solutions. It may partly be because many companies do not have 

any concrete actions in order to pinpoint it as “this is what we do, this is the reasons why 

we do it, and this has increased the number of women with so much”. Could it be that 

companies only include gender equality because it should be that way? That they set up 

goals for number of female managers, but disregard asking the questions: what actions 

may actually be done to achieve this? And, why should we have more female managers?    

 

(iii) Does gender equality have an effect on sustainability? 
 

It may appear obvious that gender equality has an effect on sustainability. However, when 

analyzing the answers of the participants, it might be that Sandvik do not connect gender 

equality with sustainability. Of course, when spoken in words it may appear that way, but 

from the collected data you may get the feeling of that this is an area that just should be 

achieved, perhaps largely because of the legislations that Sweden has. Moreover, it can 

be argued that Sandvik may take some shortcuts and make it easy by claiming that SDG 

5 is one of their main focus areas, setting up goals for female managers, and other 

alterations favorable for women, but not understand the in-depth reason to why. 

Nevertheless, Sandvik has made great progress compared with several years ago, so they 

are engaging, but it seems that it still is not a natural part of Sandvik’s culture. Like one 

of the respondents stated, all the well-educated women, e.g. engineers, why are they not 

working at Sandvik? One reason could be that, not enough attention has been paid to the 

progress of women in organizations. While politicians and legislators can provide 

organizations with gender equality legislations and frameworks, a major part of the 

responsibility lies at the hands of the individual organizations to achieve gender equality 

and diversity at the workplace. That is why Sandvik and other actors will need to actively 

choose to prioritize gender related issues.  

 

It is important to emphasize that it can be several different explanations for the limited 

number of well-educated women at Sandvik. Arguably, the competition among large 

companies to attract competent and skilled workforce is, in general, very tough. For 

example, many engineers and other highly educated people, both men and women, may 

apply for work in bigger cities. The fact that Sandvik are located in a small town as 

Sandviken, probably makes it harder for Sandvik to attract talents than for many other 

companies.  

 

6.1. Contributions 
This paper has contributed to an improved understanding of how the glass ceiling still 

seems to exist at companies where a majority of the workforce consist of men. Connected 

to this, the findings of this paper indicate that there are some barriers that are quite 

common for women who strive for managerial positions: These include discrimination, 

adapting the working-style, equal treatment and opportunities, and family-friendly 

practices. This shows that an equal distribution between men and women are highly 

important in a large organization, as it would decrease the risk for issues such as gender 

discrimination. This paper has also provided insights into how companies work with 

gender diversity and equality, but that they might not always ensure that real actions are 

taken in practice. 
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6.2. Further Research  
More extensive studies would be required at Sandvik to be able to draw stronger 

conclusions about this topic, for example by conducting surveys to obtain significantly 

more answers and data. Moreover, the industry in which Sandvik operates probably 

makes it more difficult to attract women in general, perhaps mainly because the industry 

has been associated with men for a long time. Hence, it might be the case that Sandvik 

need to focus on marketing specifically directed to women, which two of the respondents 

stated as an area that Sandvik could improve. Based on this, it would be of interest to 

investigate how Sandvik’s marketing and advertisement is perceived among men and 

women. If Sandvik wants to attract more women and promote a diverse workplace with 

equal opportunities for everybody, maybe they need to tailor their employer branding 

towards women. Furthermore, it would also be interesting to interview employees at 

Sandvik that actually work with setting up frameworks and guidelines for how Sandvik 

work with gender equality and other sustainability issues.  

 

Based on the lack of understanding of the connection between gender equality and 

sustainable development, that seems to exist within Sandvik, it would also be of interest 

to investigate whether companies actually know why they should work with gender 

equality and diversity. To see what attitude different companies have, hence, if they knew 

what benefits it actually could bring, maybe more companies would work harder on these 

issues.  

 

When mainly using English sources, it may result in that the literature referred to in this 

study, may not be applicable to all companies in Sweden or to Sandvik. This because, e.g. 

the studied literature could be concentrated on countries with other views of the issues 

regarding women, compared to Sweden. Thus, it could be interesting to, exclusively, use 

previous research focused on Sweden, or at least Scandinavia, in a similar study. Since 

Sweden has come a long way with gender equality compared to many other countries, it 

could be interesting to study the similarities and differences of the barriers and difficulties 

that exist. Furthermore, some of the studied literature in this paper are very old, hence, 

they may be outdated. Thereby, it could be possible to do a more in-depth study in regards 

of gender equality and women’s struggle to reach managerial positions, over the years. 

What have actually happened, and once again, why is the glass ceiling, in year 2021, still 

a common phenomenon?  

 

It exists several more barriers that have not been covered in this paper. Thus, it would be 

relevant to do a similar study at both companies in the same industry as Sandvik, as well 

as at companies in other industries. Thereafter, it could be evolved even further, to make 

a comparison between different industries, to investigate if there are any significant 

differences. In addition, it may then enable the opportunity to pinpoint which industry 

that has the biggest problems, and also which industry/company that has succeeded the 

best.  

 

Finally, it would also be interesting to investigate the differences in how men and women 

perceive this problem, since it is crucial that everyone, despite gender, work together to 

obtain equality in society. Also, examine what is required for more men to step up and 

fully engage with the issues towards women.  

 

It seems that there is still some kind of glass ceiling at Sandvik, which is why it would be 

interesting to continue with similar studies, both at Sandvik and other companies.   
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Appendix I 
This is a list of the questions used for the semi-structured interviews. Follow-up questions 

were also asked to the respondents, which have not been included here.  

 

1. What is your current position at Sandvik? And for how long have you had that 

position? 

 

2. How long have you worked at Sandvik in total? 

 

3. What have you worked with before? 

 

4. What does gender equality mean to you?  

 

5. Do you think that you have adapted your working-style when working in a male-

dominated company? If yes, how?  

 

6. Are your male co-workers respectful to you? Do you experience that they 

appreciate and values your work? 

 

7. Do you feel that you have to work harder when being in a male-dominated 

company? If yes, do you think that you experience more pressure than you 

would have if working in a female-dominated company? 

 

8. What is Sandvik doing for gender equality? 

 

9. Have you experienced that Sandvik take any actions in order to facilitate women 

to access managerial positions? If yes, what? 

 

10. Do you feel that you have had the same opportunities of on-the-job training as 

men?  

 

11. Have you ever felt discriminated in a work situation at Sandvik based on your 

gender? If yes, in what way? 

 

12. Have you experienced any difficulties/barriers when trying to climb the career 

ladder? 

 

13. What does sustainability mean to you? 

 

14. Do you think that gender equality is beneficial for the sustainability of Sandvik? 

In what way? 

 

15. Within Sandvik, do you experience that gender equality are seen as an important 

dimension to achieve sustainability?  

 

16. How are the divisions of tasks carried out in Sandvik? Who performs the most 

mechanical tasks, the most administrative ones, etc.? Have you perceived an 

unequal distribution of the tasks due to gender?  
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