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Abstract  
This paper discusses the possibility to fruitfully combine methodological perspectives on 
change from action research, feminist studies, and technology studies/engineering in the study 
of gender and innovation. The perspectives on change are discussed in relation to practical 
experiences from the research project ‘Gender Equality for Sustainable Growth’, which is a 
study of gender equality and work for change within twelve innovation systems. The research 
project explores how gender equality policy is implemented in industrial practise via 
interviews and document studies. The methodology of the project is action oriented in the 
sense that it aims not only at analyzing how gender equality policy is implemented but also to 
support the utilization of gender both as a tool of analysis and a tool of change within the 
studied innovation systems. The project is carried out in interaction with the Vinnväxt 
innovation system’s management groups, the Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems 
Vinnova and the Division of Gender and Innovation at Luleå University of Technology. The 
focus on change adds an experimental dimension to the project which is related to the 
simultaneous doing of gender and technology.  
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Introduction – Gender and Innovation  
This paper focuses on the combination of gender equality and innovation which are often 

considered to be Swedish fields of excellence. Sweden has been ranked the most gender equal 

country in the world1 and among the leading nations when it comes to global competitiveness2, 

including innovation. Gender equality and innovation are however generally understood as 

separate from each other, making Sweden’s presumed excellence in these fields far from 

complete. In Sweden, work for gender equality has been and is still dominated by women whereas 

technological invention and innovation has been and still is dominated by men (Nyberg 2001 and 

2002)3. Sweden has a high representation of women on the labour market and in politics but at the 

same time a gender segregated labour market with a male dominance in high-ranking positions 

and in certain sectors like technology, invention and innovation. And even though Sweden is a 

world leader when it comes to R&D, commercialization thereof has been much less successful. 

High investments in R&D have not automatically led to the expected economic growth. 

Innovation is a central concern in the ongoing government efforts to change Swedish economy to 

become more dynamic and knowledge based. In this process of change innovation systems are 

formed in interaction between actors from the triple helix of research, politics and industry in 

order to stimulate innovation.  

Vinnova – the Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems  
The Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems Vinnova is a state authority that aims to 

promote growth and prosperity throughout Sweden by focusing innovations linked to research 

and development (http://www.vinnova.se). According to its instructions Vinnova is to 

promote the development of effective innovation systems within the fields of technology, 

transport, communication and working life. The concept ‘innovation systems’ refers to 

networks of public and private actors where new technology and knowledge is produced, 

diffused and used. According to the instructions Vinnova shall in particular support a gender 

perspective in research and promote gender equality within its field of activity. The letter of 

instructions for 2008 states that an overarching objective of Vinnova is to strengthen the 

Swedish R&D-system and increase the contribution from research to the international 
                                                 
1 See for example http://www.weforum.org/pdf/gendergap/report2007.pdf.  
 
2 See for example http://www.weforum.org/en/initiatives/gcp/Global%20Competitiveness%20Report/index.htm, 
http://www.weforum.org/pdf/Gcr/profiles08/Sweden.pdf.  
 
3 Nyberg 2001 shows that the patented invention of women has increased significantly since the period around 
1900. In relation to the patented invention of men there has however been little, if any, change. Women’s 
percentage of the patented invention is still only about five percent.  
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competitiveness of Sweden and a sustainable development of society with particular focus on 

sustainable growth. Gender equality is implicitly present as a precondition for sustainable 

growth but also explicitly as follows. The letter of instruction states that Vinnova within its 

activities in general shall work for gender equality between the sexes and for an equal 

distribution of gender within its own process organisation. Vinnova shall work for a decision 

making about funding with no gender discrimination in a way that may be monitored. 

Vinnova shall report the extent to which gender specific circumstances have been taken into 

account within e.g. R&D; how gender equality issues have been taken into account in the 

choice of R&D-themes; statistics concerning gender in applications, granted applications and 

the distribution of funding; and the distribution of gender within the agency’s process 

organisation. In order to live up to these instructions Vinnova has undergone a partially 

successful internal process of learning and organizational change aiming at strengthening the 

gender competence and the processes of gender mainstreaming within the agency 

(Gunnarsson et al 2007). As a result Vinnova today stresses the importance of taking gender 

equality and a gender perspective into account more clearly than before in some programmes, 

e.g. the Vinnväxt programme.  

Vinnväxt – Vinnova’s Programme Supporting Sustainable Regional 
Growth  
Vinnväxt is a programme within Vinnova that aims to promote sustainable regional growth by 

developing internationally competitive research and innovation environments in specific 

growth fields. This is done by supporting both R&D and the development of efficient 

innovation systems. Through competition winning regional initiatives are chosen that receive 

funding of up to SEK 10 million per year for a period of 10 years. Since the start of the 

Vinnväxt programme in 2001 twelve winning innovation systems have been selected. The 

four winners of Vinnväxt 2005 which were only recently selected have not been included yet. 

A brief description of the first eight Vinnväxt winners follows here.  

ProcessIT Innovations aims at reinforcing existing primary industries and developing ICT-
industry in northern Sweden to an internationally competitive position. The ICT-industry 
develops innovations for use in the primary industries.  

Fiber Optic Valley aims to be a driving force in regional development and creation of job 
opportunities in the south coast region of northern Sweden by supporting its members’ R&D 
efforts in broadband techniques and e-services.  

Triple Steelix aims at promoting higher growth and attractiveness of the Bergslagen region 
with steel as the base.  
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Uppsala Bio aims at contributing to the long-term growth of the life science sector in the 
Uppsala region.  

Robotdalen (Robot Valley) aims at establishing the Mälardalen region as world leading in 
research, development and manufacturing within industrial robotics, field robotics and health 
robotics.  

Hälsans Nya Verktyg (New Tools of Health) aims at making the region of Östergötland a 
prime mover in the development of individually adapted solutions for best possible health.  

Biomedicinsk utveckling i Västsverige (Biomedical Development in Western Sweden) aims at 
creating a solid base for long-term growth in the biomedical field within the Gothenburg 
region, by cultivating academic research and commercial innovations and adaptations within 
the health care system.  

Innovation i Gränsland (Innovation in Border Land) aims at increasing the innovative and 
competitive ability of the alimentary industry in the southern region Skåne. Its fields of 
innovation are functional food and good and convenient food in large scale.  

The Project ‘Gender Equality for Sustainable Growth’  
This paper is written for the international research conference ‘Feminist Research Methods’ 

which took place in February 2009 at Stockholm University. The paper refers to the research 

project titled ‘Gender Equality for Sustainable Growth’ which is financed by Vinnova’s 

programme Vinnväxt. The project is carried out in interaction with the Vinnväxt innovation 

system’s mamagement groups, the Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems Vinnova and the 

Division of Gender and Innovation at Luleå University of Technology. Focus group 

interviews are used to explore how gender is intertwined in the processes of developing new 

technologies within the innovation systems supported by Vinnväxt. Interaction with the 

participants is used as a means to contribute to processes of change within the innovation 

systems. Through interactive dialogue seminars an arena is created where gender related work 

for change within the innovation systems can develop through discussions where those 

involved can learn from and be inspired by each other. Apart from that the project is 

supported by a reference group consisting of people with a mix of competences of relevance 

for the project. Within the reference group the experiences from the project are discussed and 

the project is developed. The focus on change adds an experimental dimension to the project 

which is related to the simultaneous doing of gender and technology.   

Purpose of this Paper  
The purpose of this paper is to discuss methodology in the intersection of ‘action research’, 

‘feminist studies’ and ‘technology studies/engineering’ in relation to experiences from the 

research project ‘Gender Equality for Sustainable Growth’, hence outlining common 
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denominators which may be developed into a fruitful combination which is here outlined in 

terms of ‘action oriented gender and innovation studies’.  

Perspectives on Change in Research  
Research can be understood as something researchers do in interaction with other researchers, 

co-researchers or informants in search of data to observe and to produce new knowledge 

from. The doing of empirical and/or theoretical studies and the writing about it can bee seen 

as a way of taking part in the collective processes of knowledge production in the scientific 

community and of relating to the past and present work of others (Novotny et al 2001). In this 

sense research is something which is done in interaction. Today interactive aspects of science 

are acknowledged to an increasing extent not only within explicit action or interactive 

research (Aagaard Nielsen and Svensson 2006). When one studies gender and innovation the 

importance of change becomes obvious, but conventional research takes an interest in ‘what 

is’ rather than in ‘what could be’ if change would occur. There are however fields of research 

in which change is of great importance, such as e.g. action research, gender or feminist 

studies, and technology or engineering studies.  

Action Research  
Action research has its roots in the post WW2 intellectual project about the strengthening of 

democratic values and the critique of social structures, where Kurt Lewin initiated a reformist 

approach and Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer a more critical approach. (Aagaard 

Nielsen and Steen Nielsen 2005, 2006) In a contrast they do with traditional theory, where 

concepts and knowledge express truth about ‘what is’, critical theory emphasizes an 

understanding of ‘what is’ in the light of ‘what should be’ adding a normative dimension 

which requires ‘social imagination’ (Aagaard Nielsen and Steen Nielsen (2006).   

Action research has a long tradition in the Nordic countries and it is established both inside 

and outside the universities. Action research is a perspective on how to conduct research, 

emphasizing action for normative change. Action research underlines the connection between 

understanding (theory) and change (practise) and researchers and participants co-operate 

actively in the production of new knowledge. Interactive research emphasizes the joint 

learning between researchers and participants in equal relations throughout the production of 

knowledge with practical relevance. (Svensson and Aagaard Nielsen 2006)  

According to Svensson and Aagaard Nielsen (2006) the global trend towards a knowledge 

society and the Mode II paradigm is challenging the conventional Mode I paradigm. Mode II 
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research has influenced and interacted with action research. Mode II is based on a 

simultaneous process of learning and change organised in an interactive way with equal, 

close, informal, and open relations between participants and researchers. Mode II research is 

multi-disciplinary and focuses on contextual understanding. The validation encompasses a 

broader variety of actors, hence creating a more ‘robust knowledge’ than traditional science. 

The growing interest in Mode II research Svensson and Aagaard Nielsen (2006) see as a result 

of a new perspective on change and innovation, including the ‘Triple Helix’ model for 

innovation and growth with new alliances between researchers, the public sector and the 

companies. Due to dissatisfaction with the inflexible and hierarchical universities 

development research often take place outside the universities in new R&D organisations. 

There have been attempts to make universities more open and interactive and in Sweden a law 

obliges universities to interact with the surrounding society via ‘the third task’. But still there 

are few incentives for researchers to participate in the third task. Aagaard Nielsen and Steen 

Nielsen (2006) claim that the current discussions on Mode II science have made social 

science more open towards action research than before. The Mode II agenda does however 

not address the strengthening of democratic values or the critique of social structures that are 

central issues in action research. Svensson and Aagaard Nielsen highlight some problems of 

Mode II research: its short-term perspective, its instrumental ambitions, and its undemocratic 

character. They foresee the need for a more widespread discussion of the basic principles of 

action research due to the coming Mode II production of knowledge. They summarise four 

dilemmas and reflections concerning action research: The integration of theory and practise; 

the relation between local and generalised knowledge; the possibilities to be critical in 

interactive, trustful and sometimes economic relationships; and the organization and 

localisation of action research. They highlight two questions of power in action research: the 

gender perspective and the question of financial domination.  

Gender and Feminist Studies  
Feminist studies have emerged as critique of conventional dualistic and deterministic 

perspectives on gender, society and even technology and have shown that knowledge about 

the world, the very basis for our understandings about it, is seriously biased. “Representation 

of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men; they describe it from their own point of 

view, which they confuse with the absolute truth.” (Simone de Beauvoir 1949)  The feminist 

remedy has been to develop alternative perspectives, theoretical as well as methodological, 

hence contributing to more valid representations of the world.  
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For long feminist studies4 focused primarily on traditionally female occupations and often 

neglected technology, invention and innovation (Nyberg 1999). An exception was a subfield 

within feminist studies often referred to in terms of ‘gender and technology’ which has 

addressed issues like the under representation of women within technical occupations, the 

often negative consequences of technology in women’s lives as consumers or users of 

technology, the world as to a large extent shaped by men for men, and the relation between 

the processes through which gender and technology are shaped (MacKenzie och Wajcman, 

1999). Today a hybrid field often referred to as ‘feminist science and technology studies’ has 

emerged in the intersection between ‘feminist studies’ and ‘science and technology studies’ 

bringing perspectives on gender and innovation together in the study of a previously neglected 

field.  

Feminist constructivist5 perspectives see gender as shaped in human interaction emphasizing 

multiple rather than single determinants of human action, see e.g. West & Zimmerman (1987) 

or Acker (1992) Not only gender but also nature and technology are seen as shaped in human 

interaction. One example is Donna Haraway, who by tracing the gendered roots of science in 

culture emphasizes that nature is constructed and not found. She problematizes the 

naturalization of race, sex and class by studying scientific research about the creation of 

nature, pointing out the emancipatory potential of phenomena that challenges established 

dualisms using the concept of ‘the cyborg’ (Haraway 1991).  

Change, emancipation and the development of alternatives are central in many feminist 

theories. ”From a feminist perspective science is not only concerned with understanding and 

explaining the world, but also with changing it” (Månsson 1991). The direction of change is 

however something we must choose. As Anne-Jorunn Berg puts it: ”Science /... / is political 

whether you want it or not” (Berg 1995). Feminist studies have discussed the relation between 

the concepts ‘gender’ and ‘technology’ – innovation included – in terms of e.g. mutual 

shaping (Wajcman 2004), co-construction or co-production (see e.g. Faulkner 2001) in 

everyday practices. The intertwined nature of gender and technology means that technology 

cannot be fully understood without reference to gender (Cockburn 1992) just as gender cannot 

be understood without reference to technology (Faulkner 2001). For instance prototypes of 

                                                 
4 I use ‘feminist studies’ as an umbrella concept which also encompasses women’s and gender studies.  
 
5 The terms ‘constructivist’ and ‘constructionist’ are often used interchangeably referring to perspectives from 
which various phenomenon are seen as constructs sprung out of a specific context rather than as a given reality.  
 

7 



A-C Nyberg 2009 

smart houses did not include any technological solutions reducing or facilitating housework 

but plenty of technologies that the male developers found relevant (Berg 1994).  

Technology and Engineering Studies  
Already in 1969 Herbert Simon found that the modern sciences has a problem handling that 

we live in an artificial world made of artefacts and emphasized the need of a design oriented 

‘science of the artificial’ which makes it possible for research to contribute to the shaping of 

the good society (Simon 1969). The problematic that conventional science normally explores 

and describes ‘what is’ and has some difficulties handling ‘what could be’, whereas 

engineering all the time transcends ‘what is’ and moves towards ‘what could be’, has also 

been discussed by others. Inspired by Simon, Dahlbom (2002) promotes ‘a science of the 

artificial’ as more fit to handle the aspects of transcendence and normativity in the shaping of 

technology. Ehn (1988) also touches on this dilemma as he emphasizes the importance of 

over-bridging various dichotomies in order to achieve humane and democratised technology. 

Since he reflects only upon computers in the workplace and there is more to human life than 

work he choses to use the expression work-oriented rather than human centred design. He 

expresses a commitment to two design ideals; namely industrial democracy and quality of 

work and product. He claims that there are disciplinary boundaries to overcome as well as 

boundaries between theory and practise. He advocates an approach which is not only 

interdisciplinary but also action oriented, abroad often referred to as a specifically 

Scandinavian approach. Some words of Ehn have followed me through the years: “The 

dialectics of tradition and transcendence – that is what design is all about.” These words could 

just as well be about feminism or change in general. It is about with a point of departure in 

‘what is’ being able to imagine ‘what could be’.  

‘Science and technology studies’ is a constructivist perspective which has emerged as critique 

of conventional dualistic and deterministic perspectives on technology and society that 

emphasizes interaction and change as aspects of innovative activities. Innovation systems may 

be understood as stabilised ‘technological systems’ produced by system builders (Hughes 

1986) or as more fluid and flexible but still relatively convergent ‘actor networks’ that are 

constantly renegotiated (Callon 1986, Latour 1987). The technological systems perspective 

builds upon a model of diffusion as a process started by an initial force and maintained via 

momentum. The actor network perspective builds upon a model of translation where no 

momentum exists and the initiating force is just like any other force. From this perspective 

one can never rely on actions in the past, the present has to be performed, over and over again. 
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In the translation model power is understood as a consequence of collective action as opposed 

to the diffusion model where power is seen as a reason for collective action (Latour). From a 

technological systems perspective radical innovation implies system building whereas 

innovation within existing technological systems is conservative. From an actor network 

perspective an idea is translated into an innovation by a network of interrelated actors that 

make up the heterogeneous ‘actor world’ (Callon 1986) that is necessary for constructing 

something. Through negotiations the network can be transformed into a ‘script’ or ‘scenario’ 

(Akrich 1992, 1995) seeking actors to play its roles, actors that also are networks, ‘actor-

networks’. Strongly convergent networks take long investments, intense effort and 

coordination to achieve. Most networks are only weakly convergent and constantly threatened 

by conflicts and internal crises. The achievement of new translations (innovations) or 

challenges of existing translations take mobilisation and enrolment of new alliances. Actor 

network theory uses the concept ‘dynamic imbalance’ (Callon 1991) to describe the 

imbalance that occurs when one or more of the functionally related components lag behind, 

something the technological systems perspective refers to as a ‘reverse salient’ (Hughes 

1986). In a systems context most innovations are about solving problems with such 

imbalances.  

Science and technology studies have discussed the relation between the concepts ‘society’ and 

‘technology’ in terms of a merger of the two in concepts like ‘the seamless web’ (Hughes 

1986) and ‘the sociotechnical’ (See e.g. Bijker and Law 1992).  

Intersections  
A common denominator in the three perspectives above is the emphasis on the world and its 

phenomena, such as gender and technology, as shaped in human interaction. They also in one 

way or another deal with the dialectic between understanding, learning or explaining (theory) 

‘what is’ and change or action (practise) leading to ‘what could be’ (the imaginative) or ‘what 

should be’ (the normative). The normative dimension has to do with the quality of human life 

(issues of power and humanity like democracy and gender equality) or quality of work and 

product. Change is acheived via creative methods. Action research utilises methods like e.g. 

free space and future workshops. Feminist research challenges gendered understandings of the 

world, something which can be used in creative methods. One example is Widerberg’s 

exploration of the social and multiple I through memory work (Widerberg 2002). 

Technological research and development utilises creative methods like e.g. brainstorming, 

lateral thinking, and analogy methods. The transcendence of disciplinary boundaries by being 
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multi- or interdisciplinary includes a broader variety of actors in validation and hence creates 

a more ‘robust knowledge’ than traditional science. The need for contextualization is yet 

another commonality.  

Reflections from Practise  
Doing research within the field of ‘gender and technology’, more specifically within what is 

sometimes referred to as ‘feminist studies of gender and technology’, has given many 

opportunities to reflect on the processes of shaping and changing gender and technology as 

well as society, of aspects of power and democratisation in these processes, and of the need to 

articulate norms and values in relation thereto.  

The programme directors of the Vinnväxt programme describe the focus on gender issues in 

the programme as grounded in their own genuine interest in as well as in discussions and 

learning about gender issues in the daily work rather than as an answer to demands from 

Vinnova’s management. Gender competent persons from outside of Vinnväxt but still within 

Vinnova have also contributed to this work. The programme directors emphasize an ambition 

to via the gender initiative “plant a seed of change” within the evolving innovation systems. 

They prefer “a constructive approach” to gender equality and want to avoid “a too critical 

approach” and instead give positive stimuli. They see a too critical approach as 

counterproductive since it might discourage from further action. Therefore they have strived 

to encourage and support rather than to criticize shortcomings, an approach that may be 

grounded in their own experiences of how their work with gender issues has been commented 

on. They see it as unfair that those who actually try to do something about the problems are 

criticized while those who do nothing are spared.  

I see Vinnova as very much influenced by the Mode II paradigm, something that of course has 

influenced the shaping of my research project. Vinnova do have intentions and knowledge 

concerning gender issues, but they are very much oriented towards inspiring and inciting 

action rather than criticizing and problematizing - something that is in line with the pragmatic 

rather than the critical approaches in action research as described by Aagaard Nielsen and 

Steen Nielsen (2006). Gender in relation to innovation systems is discussed in instrumentalist 

terms focusing on obtaining sustainable growth rather than in terms of democratisation of the 

shaping of technology and society – exemplifying the problems of Mode II research 

mentioned by Svensson and Aagaard Nielsen (2006) above. Interactive research is about joint 

learning between researchers and participants in supposedly equal relations throughout the 
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production of knowledge with practical relevance. As mentioned before, financial and gender 

relations may threaten the presupposed equilibrium in such relations.  

Focus Group Interviews  
One method which is used in the research project is focus group interviews with 

representatives from the management groups of the Vinnväxt winners, who were informed 

about what I wanted to discuss with them before the interviews. The interviews took place in 

locations arranged by the Vinnväxt winners. The interviews that lasted approximately 

between one and a half and two hours were recorded. The groups turned out to be smaller 

than anticipated, which brought an understanding that I had to do with rather small groups of 

people who often had very busy agendas.  

An initial concern was that the groups would strive to give the right answers, i.e. what they 

thought Vinnova wanted to hear, rather than express their own views, since they are 

financially dependent on Vinnova. The participants did however show great integrity and also 

expressed critique vis-à-vis Vinnova.  

The primary aim of the focus group interviews was to, from a point of departure of my 

questions, get a discussion going in which the participants could reflect on the thematic at 

hand and formulate problems they found relevant from their perspective. Therefore I 

explained that I wanted them to focus on the questions they found relevant and leave the ones 

they found irrelevant. It was easy to get the discussion going in the larger groups. The very 

small groups were somewhat less active. All groups did however seem to have reflected upon 

the issues at hand from their perspectives before the interviews and were able to formulate 

problems as they saw them and the discussions often became quite interesting and inspiring.  

During the interviews it became clear that the groups had a strong focus on creative problem 

solving. When gender related problems were formulated the search for solutions started, just 

as if it had been a matter of conventional problems in the processes of innovation. This 

characteristic of innovative environments could become an important resource in the process 

of adressing and solving gender related problems.  

Dialogue Seminars  
Another method which is used in the project is dialogue seminars with representatives from 

the Vinnväxt winners, Vinnova and researchers connected to the Vinnväxt winners and to the 

research project. So far one dialogue seminar has taken place. The dialogue seminar was 
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organized around two group discussions preceded by short introductions. The first group 

discussion focused on ‘what is’ in terms of the present situation and its problems whereas the 

second discussion focused on ‘what could be’ or ‘what should be’ in terms of visions about 

the future development and its opportunities and threats. The group discussions became vivid 

and the participants seemed engaged and eager to learn from each other.  

A dilemma in research projects with interactive ambitions is how to handle the relations 

between supposedly equal participants who may in practise be financially dependent on each 

other. The dialogue seminar was organised in cooperation with Vinnova, who finances not 

only this research project but also much of the work of the Vinnväxt winners. Even though the 

participants are aware of this dilemma there is a risk that Vinnova becomes a dominant actor 

in the interactive processes. Here the researcher has to find some way to balance pragmatism 

and results with integrity and independence.  

Reference Group  
In addition to the methods mentioned above a reference group has been formed for the 

project. The reference group consists of representatives from Vinnova and researchers with 

competences of relevance for the project. The group’s meetings have been organized around 

presentations about the progress of the project, other kinds of presentations of relevance, and 

thematic group discussions.  

A dilemma which was brought up in a group discussion is that the researchers pursue their 

work in competition about resources with other researchers, something which may make them 

less inclined to share their ideas in the group discussions since their ideas is what constitutes 

their competitive advantage. To get researchers to contribute with new ideas is a dilemma in 

all kinds of interactive research, probably because it is unclear if they can get credit for ideas 

if they reveal them in group discussions. This is something that may reduce the creativity and 

efficiency of interactive processes.  

Another dilemma in the work of the reference group is that two of the triple helix categories 

dominate the group, namely research and the public sector. Only one of the members, a 

consultant, has an entrepreneurial background. Hence, commercial aspects which are very 

important for most companies may have been neglected in the discussions.   
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Towards Action Oriented Gender and Innovation Studies  
The complex and intertwined nature of various aspects of reality has been adressed by 

feminist studies and science and technology studies, that see technology as intertwined with 

gender and society.  

To move beyond the present reality in thought and action is the challenge not only for 

inventors but also for others who want to change society in different ways. In order to do this 

one may have to get “dirty”. The paradox of critical theory is the idea of deconstructing the 

structural context without the slightest contaminating contact with it, as discussed by Aagaard 

Nielsen and Steen Nielsen (2006). The idea of critisizing from outside keeping yourself 

“clean” does not seem very efficient if you want to achieve results. In interactive processes 

there is always a risk of having to interact with people whose norms and values one does not 

always share; seeking compromises that might lead to some improvement and perhaps initiate 

some structural change. I would like to combine a critical approach with a pragmatic one 

moving beyond critique to informed action. A similar problematic can also be found in gender 

or feminist studies. The aim of emancipatory change that is often present in theory is normally 

absent in methodological practise. I sometimes wonder if much of gender or feminist studies 

have chosen conventional methods in order to gain respect for the field of research as ‘real 

research’ and hence left the emancipatory aspects aside for the time being. Action research on 

the other hand seems to open up opportunities in relation to the study of processes of change, 

innovation as well as emancipation. The possibility of the researcher to contribute to 

normative change is something action research has taken into account for a long time. Gender 

research has focused more on knowledge production as a basis for feminist change. A fruitful 

approach could be to combine feminist vision with participatory action (Gunnarsson 2006). 

Gunnarsson suggests a combination of feminist research and action/interactive research based 

on their visions about change, democracy and liberating research practises and processes by 

the inclusion of women´s and the participant´s experiences in science, hence problematizing 

social power relations (Gunnarsson 2006). Gunnarsson identifies a key issue in how to find a 

balance between surface and depth, between commonalities and differences between and 

within categories, without drowning in paralysing relativism. This is a balancing act many 

feminist researchers find most familiar. Gunnarsson sees one explanation to the lack of 

theoretical or methodological discussions between feminist researchers and action researchers 

in the 1980s in the tension of that time between feminist and Marxist traditions, exemplified 

by the expression ‘class first and then if necessary gender’.  
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A common practise for both feminist and action research could be to develop a conceptual 

frame and a multi-method model for how to organize interactive reflexive research processes 

incorporating a gender dimension. Gunnarsson thinks there is a partly common paradise 

where action and feminist research can meet and qualify each other. She emphasizes the 

organization of interactive reflexive research processes in order to include gender and 

“grounding” and “contextualising” of research as a means of achieving an increased social 

robustness in the knowledge production. The threatening snake that dwells in the common 

paradise she identifies as the positivistic quantitative measuring of scientific quality and 

excellence, methods that I find seem to per definition exclude non-mainstream multi-

disciplinary research. In order to achieve validity it is important to problematize what is taken 

for granted, even our language. The dilemma is how a feminist researcher can talk about 

various phenomena, i.e. technology, when language itself is permeated with genderized 

notions thereof. I have found two ways of dealing with this dilemma in feminist theory: 

Reclaiming (e.g. Evelyn Fox Keller) and renaming (e.g. Donna Haraway).  

Close co-operation implies dependencies and I find it interesting to reflect on how such 

dependencies may affect action research in terms on being able to express critique and bring 

forward unwanted truths. The dilemma here is how action researchers can achieve sufficient 

integrity in their research at the same time as they interact in close co-operative relationships. 

Is it possible to find some kind of position where these aspects may be balanced? Here I see 

clear parallels between action research and feminist research with its emphasis on 

emancipatory values and the critique of discriminating social structures as manifestations of 

the values of the contexts in which they were shaped similar to what Aagaard Nielsen and 

Steen Nielsen (2006) refer to as ‘frozen reality and culture’ and Latour about technology as 

‘frozen history’ (1991). The social shaping of a technology´s physical appearance, and its 

integration in systems and routines of use, may lead to very different consequences for 

different groups of people that encounter the technology. In this sense technology indeed has 

politics, as Winner (1980) stated for artefacts. In a society where women as a group are 

subordinated to men, technology will also have gender, as Berg and Lie (1995) have shown.  

The increased interest in gender related to innovation in combination with ambitions to 

change society through innovation opens up for ‘action oriented gender and innovation 

studies’ (Nyberg 2008). In an example of action oriented gender studies in innovative 

environments focus is shifted from critique from without to change from within, change 

which is gender aware and achieved through interaction (Andersson, Amundsdotter, Svensson 
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2008). By developing the action oriented approach to more explicitly address not only gender 

but also innovation, knowledge about their interrelatedness can be utilised in the development 

of new technologies of tomorrow hence avoiding building these technologies on stereotypical 

understandings of gender. To bring gender and innovation together can be mutually beneficial 

since gender awareness can benefit processes of innovation as well as innovation can bring 

emancipatory social change (Balkmar and Nyberg 2006). Cooperation between different 

actors – such as e.g. the triple helix of research, the public sector and companies – have the 

potential to benefit society in terms of growth in the economy through the development of 

socially sustainable forms of creative interaction and a democratisation of societal 

development through increased gender equality. ‘Action oriented gender and innovation 

studies’ builds upon the dialectic between analysis and experiments, between studying ‘what 

is’ and envisioning ‘what could be’ or ‘what should be’ – a creative process which has its 

point of departure in the present reality which it both describes and challenges.  
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