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- Work in progress; please do not quote -  

 

 

Today, there is extensive research on how gender is constructed in organizations. This 

research shows that the social construction of gender becomes intertwined with ongoing 

organisational life and, therefore, has a significant impact on organizations with regards to its 

formal and informal hierarchies, the professional knowledge that is valued and the conditions 

for people who work there (Acker 1992; Andersson 2003; Connell 1995; Gunnarsson et. al, 

2003; Kvande, 1998, 2003, 2007; Korvajärvi, 1998; Linghag 2009; Wahl et. al 2001).  

 

Despite the extensive research available on gender, this knowledge has not yet been applied 

and used in the development work in and of organizations (Meyerson & Colb 2000). In this 

paper, we will present one approach called Action-oriented Gender Research, which firmly 

rests in gender research and uses knowledge about gender to anchor and systematise the 

development process with the aim of creating gender-aware organisations. However, theories 
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on gender do not automatically make people in organisations want to work with processes of 

change. Therefore, we believe that it is also imperative to supplement gender theory with 

learning theory, i.e. theories that focus on reflection over action with the aim of creating 

transformative learning, in our case, theories from Action research (McGill & Brockbank 

2004, Senge & Scharmer 2001). However, according to our view, if one wants to create 

learning processes with the aim of generating gender-aware organisations, these processes 

needs to be organised.  

 

First of all, a network of practitioners needs to be formed and then process leading is required. 

The role of the process leader is to guide the processes between the practitioners that support 

learning and reflection and that also allow interventions of their understanding of gender. 

Then a foundation can be built for a gender-aware approach based on action and reflection, an 

approach that can lead to change. Additionally, co-research is central to the Action-oriented 

Gender Research approach, which is research that promotes ongoing processes of reflection, 

learning and knowledge production between practitioners as well as researchers, process 

leaders and practitioners.  

 

Action-oriented gender research is a merger between two theoretical traditions, both gender 

research and action research, with the aim of creating gender-aware organisations. Presented 

in this article will be how the processes of revealing, learning and changing have been 

employed within an R&D project called the Gender Network. A special focus is on the use of 

activating methods, which are methods that encourage necessary reflection and learning in 

practice and on practice with the aim of producing change (Argyris & Schön 1974). Focus 

will also be on the importance of groups for learning and what needs to be considered when 

organizing a team whose purpose it is to help each member to reflect, learn and develop new 

views of their own organizational lives. 

 

The Gender Network 

The Action-oriented Gender Research approach was developed within an R&D project called 

the Gender Network. The project lasted from 2006 to 2008, was performed within the 

regional innovation system called Fiber Optic Valley, and was financed by Vinnova (The 

Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems). The project was, as the name 

suggests, organized as a network consisting of thirteen middle managers, both women and 

men, who came from twelve organisations. The aim was to analyse, or rather reveal, how 
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middle managers, from their positions of power, do gender and how it can be changed from 

their positions. Of special interest was to look at how middle managers act on a daily basis 

and on what grounds. We were also interested in what conditions these actions created for co-

workers’ development and what gender implications the managers’ actions had. 

 

The Gender Network met on thirteen occasions. To begin, the meetings were organised as 

two-day gathering every six weeks. The number of meetings was then gradually reduced to 

two every six months, alternatively two days and one day. All the meetings were facilitated by 

the process leader, Eva Amundsdotter. The process revolved around three phases: revealing 

the doing of gender, mobilisation strategies for change and working with change 

(Amundsdotter 2009). 

 

During the network meetings, the researcher, Susanne Andersson, kept a low profile, mostly 

documenting the processes but sometimes, after analysis of the processes and what restricted 

them, intervening. Between the network meetings, the researcher conducted participant 

observations in each of the middle managers’ workplaces. One activating method was 

developed, called gender coaching, a method that encouraged discussion, reflection and 

learning between both researcher and practitioners. The focus of the discussions was on 

personal experiences, mutual analysis or organisational problems.  

 

Action-oriented Gender Research 

Action-oriented Gender Research is situated at the intersection between practical equality 

work and gender research, with the ambition not only to create a more sustainable, gender-

aware organisation but also to produce interesting new knowledge on how gender is 

constructed in organisations. The theoretical perspective that anchors this development work 

is most often referred to within international literature as “doing gender”. This is a perspective 

that has been developed for and used in analyses of organisations. Gender is seen as a 

continuous activity in progress and as an interactive act performed between women and men, 

men and other men and amongst women (West & Zimmerman 1987). The doing of gender 

takes place simultaneously as the organisation itself finds its form. In this way, constructions 

of gender become integrated parts of the organisation (Acker 1992). Within this branch of 

gender research, the focus lies on studying how gender is constructed and how this doing is 

interwoven with the ongoing organisational life. This perspective comprises a dynamic 
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approach to gender while at the same time making visible structures and power relations 

(Korvajärvi, 1998 and Kvande 1998).  

 

Gender research shows that people in organisations do gender recursively with precision; 

however, this is not something that they are usually aware of and reflect upon (Martin 2003; 

2006). The paradoxical characteristic of doing gender in organisations is that while people 

often construct gender with reoccurring precision, it is not something that they are usually 

aware of and reflect upon (Martin 2006). From a feminist point of view, with the ambition to 

create gender-aware organizations, revealing how gender is done in organisations is an 

important first task of research. 

 

Reveal how gender is constructed can be systematised in different ways. Within the 

frameworks for of earlier projects, a special model has been developed. During the 

development process, Joan Acker’s (1992) theoretical work served as the main source of 

inspiration. Documentation of this development process can be found in Gunnarsson et al. 

(2003) and Gunnarsson et al. (2008) (See also Mayerson & Colb’s (2000) article “Beyond 

armchair feminism”).  

 

Acker’s (1992) model contains four different processes as follows: 

A. Gender division, i.e. vertical and horizontal division between women and men.  

B. Symbols, images and discourses.  

C. Interaction. 

D. Internal mental work.  

 

The model is both theoretical and methodological. It is theoretical in that it brings together 

much early feminist research on organisations, and it is methodological in that it may be used 

as a tool for systematising an analysis of an organisation wherein each point may be studied 

individually or together. Additionally, the model can help to anchor practical equality work in 

gender research so that quantitative and qualitative aspects of the gendered organisational life 

are also focused on and become subject to change, which we believe is important. 

 

Action Learning: a methodology for reflection and learning 

Action-oriented Gender Research also derives inspiration from learning theory within action 

research. Particularly, the theoretical position of Action Learning (McGill & Brockbank 2004) 
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has given both a theoretical basis as well as methods for building on the relationship between 

reflection and action.   

 

Amundsdotter (2009) stresses the importance of these processes being organized as a network 

made up of participants who are given the opportunity to reflect with others about their own 

organizational lives. By learning from experiences through reflection with others, possibilities 

open up for the reconsideration of past events, making sense of one’s actions and finding new 

ways of behaving at future events (ibid: 13). One part of this learning is recognising the link 

between action and learning. The other part is the aim of making the action learning process 

supportive and challenging.  

 

However, in order to not only confirm each member in a group but also be able to create a 

constructive climate of challenge for each other, confidentiality is an essential precondition. 

Cultivating trust is another crucial aspect of the work in order to function well and be able to 

learn through knowing, doing and feeling (ibid: 19).  McGill and Brockbank (2004) argue that 

the denial of emotion in learning is common in adult development, while practical 

applications are more acceptable.  

 

Outlining the difference between confirmation and challenge has been a central part of the 

work in the Gender Network. Support is necessary, but not sufficient, to challenge prevalent 

assumptions and norms in a group -- you need to be able to challenge this. To do so, enough 

trust needs to be developed. The authors also address the quality of attention that is needed in 

a group in order to function well.  

 

The combination of gender research and action research has helped to establish the theoretical 

framework and methodological foundation for different group processes (Argyris & Schön 

1974, McGill & Brock Bank 2004, Aagard Nielsen & Steen Nielsen 2006). The methodology 

includes dialogue and critical reflection and a search for transformative change. In a survey of 

action research—Introduction to Action Research: Social Research for Social Change—the 

researchers argue that there are major opportunities in the meeting of action research and 

feminist research (Greenwood & Levin 2007). Action research can offer feminists a greater 

awareness of the variety of intervention and group process techniques that have been 

developed through participatory research. These techniques can support the feminist 

commitment to activism and social change goals (ibid: 166). 
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Importance of process leading 

All of the network meetings were lead by the process leader, Eva Amundsdotter.  

How things were done in the network was very important. The different knowledge processes, 

stories from actions, surveys everyone did and gender observations were all starting points for 

the knowledge process. 

 

The processes in the Gender Network can be described in a model with three different parts. 

The model is developed from a design that uses network groups and change leaders 

(Amundsdotter 2009). Work in the network is carried out by means of three processes. First, 

the organisation is made visible from a gender perspective through developing processes. 

Then, in the mobilising processes, the actors work on themselves and their organisation in 

order to mobilise and plan change. Lastly, they carry it out.   

These courses of action can be described as three processes that sometimes overlap but that 

are different in both nature and content. The developing process is characterised by an 

exploring and learning of gender in the organisation. Mobilisation is also included in the 

developing process -- learning jointly from each other’s studies, beginning to see things anew 

and creating a description of the current situation can all be seen as forms of mobilisation for 

the actor as well as in the organisations. 

But mobilisation needs its own in-between phase, where what is studied is reflected on in 

order to then be changed, for example with the aid of active targeting that leads to new action 

patterns and norms.  

The following change processes move between everyday life in the organisations and the 

network meetings; events are recounted, in the form of different dilemmas or success stories, 

for joint analysis in the network. Even the change processes have a mobilising function 

through the joint analyses, giving perspective on other approaches for getting to grips with a 

dilemma.  
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(Amundsdotter 2009b) 

 

 

The group: its role and importance 

Process leading is meant to guide the learning process about gender and to create knowledge 

not only about gender in the different organisations and about the focus on middle managers’ 

agency but also about change processes themselves. A central part of action research is a 

basic optimism concerning the human ability to learn from joint experiences in groups (Berge 

& Ve 2000). The purpose in the R&D project was not simply to make the doing of gender 

visible; it was also to change the performance of that doing. Action researchers want to 

change reality and to understand what is happening during that process (ibid). The gender 

researchers Britt-Marie Berge and Hildur Ve conducted an action research project in a school 

with the belief that the researcher’s role is to intervene with reality instead of just studying it.  

 

There are similarities to the Gender Network, where interventions were made not only by the 

process leader or the researcher but also between the participants. Using gender theory meant 

a critical reflection and understanding of everyday life in the organisations. A tendency to 

“censor” the role of gender, which can be seen as a form of resistance, makes it especially 

useful for finding ways to intervene in order to create learning through creative and critical 

reflection (Amundsdotter 2009b). In order to enhance that joint learning and sharing, trust and 

commitment were the cornerstones for building the group.  
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Trust is not something that appears because a group is formed with a common task. Trust 

grows, it needs work to reach it, it is emotional and it is a two-way relationship (Ghaye 2008). 

One of the agreements we made in the groups was to contribute to each other’s learning and 

development and to listen as well as we could to each other. Trust is personal, and it involves 

risk (ibid, p 70). It is a decision to trust someone, and it is an emotional engagement. We were 

working with personal stories of subordination and superiority as women and men. That kind 

of sharing would not have been possible without trust. 

 

Getting the group working together: trust, openness and curiosity 

In building the Gender Network, the following were different aspects of the group´s 

agreement (Amundsdotter 2009): 

• We had clear rules. The change agents were able to work their way towards the rules 

they thought the group should follow. The rules were always up on the wall at our 

meetings.  

• A clear beginning and a clear ending. When the network met, we usually started 

with a question, which went around the group so that everyone had a chance to see 

each other and to show themselves. One common question was, What are you bringing 

into the room with you? The answers could be thoughts, feelings, the current situation, 

stress, joy and so on. This created an opportunity to bring in a personal element, touch 

base with each other and find out more about each other. Also, we often ended the 

sessions the same, with the question, What do you bring with you? 

• Reflection created security. The processes we used when we met involved a 

reflective way of working, which came to be a habit in the group. Everyone knew that 

there would be an opportunity to think more deeply about everything that had 

happened and had been said. This recurring reflection created a sense of security. The 

participants felt that they were seen and their voices heard, and they knew what the 

others thought and felt.  

• Reflection in single-sex groups. Some of the work was carried out in smaller groups, 

sometimes divided by sex. The work in single-sex groups was an effective way of 

deepening our processes in that it provided an opportunity for sharing new ideas and 

experiences, which were more off the cuff in the single-sex contexts. Sometimes, these 

ideas were then shared with the larger group.  

• Reflection on themes affecting the group. We carried out processes on themes that 

affected the group in different ways. One such theme was working on how gender has 
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affected each of us through our lives. Another example was how gender order affected 

relationships between women. The group developed trust and openness by working on 

themes, which encompassed joy and sorrow, powerlessness and anger.  

• Active listening. We worked consistently on developing everyone’s active listening 

skills. We did this through a method wherein participants worked in pairs, swapping 

roles, one listening and one speaking. Swapping roles put the focus on people’s ability 

to use their own and other people’s attention for reflection, experience and learning. 

Coaching was another method based on active listening.  

• Integrating theory. This can be done in a number of ways -- reflection, listening and 

learning, as described above, were some of the methods used. The starting point was 

giving everyone a chance to recognize gender awareness in themselves. Carrying out 

gender observations was another way of incorporating gender studies: observing 

yourself, exchanging experiences with others and linking these to theory.  

 

In order to support this kind of development, the groups were divided into three smaller 

groups based on geography. Between the meetings in the Gender Network, the smaller groups 

met at least once. The participants were trained in coaching in order to give more systematic 

support and to challenge each other. For instance, at our meetings, we taught working in triads 

-- with a presenter, enabler and an observer -- which gave support to reviewing and learning 

the process (McGill & Brockbank 2004: 55).  

 

Co-analysing organizational gender orders 

Thus, within the Gender Network project, the theoretical and methodological model 

functioned like a spine throughout the three phases of revealing the doing of gender, 

mobilising strategies for change and working with change. During the initial phase, one 

important issue was the analysis of the gender order in each organisation. This was done in 

co-research, where the practitioners as well as the researcher studied the organisations. First, 

the practitioners were given tailor-made lectures about each part of the model. Ahead of the 

network meeting, the practitioners analysed their own organisations, and then they discussed 

these analyses together in the network. This created a possibility for reflecting on practice, i.e. 

reflections on how gender was constructed in everyday organisational life and what role the 

middle managers had in these constructions. 
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Within these discussions about analysis, the practitioners usually began to see their own 

workplaces from new perspectives, which increased their motivation to go on working with 

the change process. Furthermore, it was in these discussions that we received rich empirical 

material from which new interesting knowledge emerged about how gender is constructed. 

The methods used and research results that emerged from these discussions will be presented 

in the article. 

 

Research questions used to reveal the gender order 

In their analysis of their own organisational contexts, the practitioners used questions that had 

been developed in the network. Presented below are examples of these questions. 

 

 A. Gender division: Sex distribution / segregation patterns 

1. Vertical sex segregation 

How many women and men have management positions in my organization? 

 

2. Horizontal sex segregation 

What are the different job categories in my organization? 

Are these gender marked? If so, how? 

 

3. Internal sex segregation 

Are there specializations within a job category in your organization? 

Are these gender marked and, if so, how? What work has high status? How many women and 

how many men work in high-status areas? 

 

B. Interaction 

Study how gender is done during meetings. Identify, for example, who talks a lot and who are 

they talking to. Who talks less? How can the conversation patterns in meetings be understood 

in relation to position, age or sex? 

 

C. Symbols, assumptions and discourses 

You can, for example, focus on what is considered to be a status-labeled activity in the 

organization. Describe how it is talked about. What activities are not paid any attention? 

 

 



11 
 

Gender coaching as a method 

Between network meetings, the researcher, Susanne Andersson, carried out observational 

study for three days at the middle managers’ workplaces. Given that the middle manager 

spent a large part of their working day in meetings, this became one of the contexts that were 

observed. The observations focused on how gender and power were constructed during the 

meetings. In the majority of meetings, the practitioners were also the managers of other 

participants. Throughout an actual meeting, the researcher held a low profile. Immediately 

after, with the meeting still fresh in their minds, the researcher and middle manager sat down 

and talked about it. At the beginning of this discussion, the researcher gave the middle 

manager an opportunity to describe how she/he had experienced the meeting -- what she/he 

had specifically thought of it and if there had been any specific situation that had caught 

her/his attention. The researcher sometimes wondered about certain conduct and then asked 

direct questions about it. 

 

Only after that the middle manager had been given the opportunity to describe her/his 

experiences did the researcher present an interpretation from a gender perspective. However, 

this presentation was carried out so that the manager was able to dialogue and add to, confirm 

or modify the observations. The middle manager was thus able to explain why she/he had 

acted in certain ways during the meeting. In this situation, the researcher often asked direct 

questions about the intention of a certain conduct, which created a space for the middle 

manager to give a broader understanding of her/his practices. 

 

In the course of the discussion, the meeting was examined from different perspectives, which 

gave rise to mutual learning with many “aha!” experiences. The picture that emerged both 

was sharper and had more nuances than the initial interpretation because even the middle 

manager’s understanding of the context and intentions of certain actions was clarified. During 

the discussions about intentions in relation to certain conduct, it became evident that the 

middle manager’s intention regarding a particular behaviour was not understood the same 

from a gender perspective. It was obvious that there was a gap between intention and 

consequence. An interactive practice during the analysed meeting that the researcher came to 

conceptualise as an ongoing, unintentional doing of gender (Andersson, forthcoming).  
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Concentric circles 

The concentric circle was used on several occasions in the Gender Network. The concentric 

circle is a method inspired by action learning and is a method for supporting reflection 

regarding action and learning (McGill & Brockbank 2004: 56). Concentric circles are 

organized so that some participants sit in an inner circle while others sit in an outer circle. The 

inner circle starts a discussion around one theme, while those in the outer circle observe the 

learning process taking place in the inner circle. They observe both the process and content of 

the discussion.  

 

In our case, this method was used so that the inner group first conversed with each other on a 

specific theme. After a while, the outer group became a “reflecting team” as they reflected 

with each other over what they had heard and seen, and they also considered what they hadn’t 

heard and seen. During this latter reflection process, the inner circle participants were 

supposed to listen. Then the inner circle used the reflections heard from the outer circle to 

reflect on how the outer circle had interpreted what the inner circle had said and on what they 

had and had not focused.  

 

When using the concentric circle as a method, these processes can move back and forth a few 

times. It concludes with the two circles are integrating the knowledge as one group. This is a 

method that enables a smaller group to benefit from the each other’s reflections, and it 

develops skills in the group, skills for thinking and reflection about each other’s experiences 

and perspectives. It also supports the skills of active listening and of listening and speaking 

without interruption. 

 

Joint learning at the network meeting 

Participatory observations during meetings were sometimes discussed during subsequent 

network meetings, and one of the methods used was the concentric circle. The following is an 

example of how this was performed and what was revealed during the discussion. In this case, 

two of the middle managers in the Gender Network, one woman and one man, worked in the 

same organisation. Co-research had been performed wherein the two middle managers as well 

as the researcher had observed interactions during the same meeting. During the observed 

meeting, the researcher noticed that one woman began to cry and that another woman, also 

participating in the same meeting, had become marginalised. It was not possible to discuss 

this with the managers directly connected to the meeting. 
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Instead, analyses of these events were discussed one month later at one of the Gender 

Network meetings, and the concentric circle method was used. The two middle managers and 

the researcher formed the inner circle. The outer circle consisted of the rest of the network and 

the process leader. It began with the three people in the inner circle sharing their experiences, 

thoughts and feelings about one meeting wherein all three had done co-research observations. 

After a while, the outer circle gave their thoughts and comments on what they had interpreted 

regarding the conversation. The information went back to the inner circle and then back to the 

outer circle before a joint closure was made.  

 

The male middle manager began by relating his interpretation of the meeting. Then, the 

female manager conveyed her observations. Finally, the researcher shared her report. Both the 

managers, particularly the man, emphasized that they had felt it was difficult to conduct 

observations of meetings while at the same time being the chairperson of the meeting. In the 

process of their telling and reflecting, together with the researcher, about what had happened 

during the meeting, it became obvious that the two middle managers had nearly the same 

interpretations of it. What separated them from each other was that the woman searched for 

confirmation from the man when she told her story, whereas he did not look for her 

validation.  

 

The researcher’s observation, that one woman was marginalised, was observed by neither the 

man nor the woman. They claimed that the woman cried often and that it was not as serious as 

it seemed. When this was heard by the outer circle, these two observations gained focus. They 

wondered what kind of culture they had and also discussed the interaction between the man 

and the woman sitting in the inner circle. The outer circle participants had observed that she 

sought confirmation from him when speaking. 

 

In the reflective discussion, a somewhat harsh workplace culture was revealed, one which 

strongly affected the two managers in the middle circle. Their interaction in the organisation 

that they took for granted in their everyday life had been scrutinized not only by the 

researcher but also by the other participants, who were sharing what they had heard and 

thought of it. One conclusion to come out of this process was the difficulty for women in 

general to play a significant role at meetings in the organisation. Also revealed was the 

interaction taking place in the inner circle between the man and the woman. She was 
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repeatedly turning to him, asking for confirmation, a habit they were not aware of but an 

practice that was commented on by participants in the outer circle and, therefore, subject to 

reflection,.  

 

Conslusion 

Our argument for the importance of a practical equality in the workplace needs to be firmly 

anchored in gender research. An equality project with no link to gender studies can easily get 

off on the wrong foot by, for example, focussing on so-called essential differences between 

women and men rather than working to change the different conditions that exist between 

women and men. One might also focus mainly on a quantitative levelling without working to 

change workplace culture. More women in top positions have long been an important goal for 

gender equality in the workplace. Of course, this goal is important. However, without 

grounding in gender theory, there is a risk that this development work will not automatically 

bring about a change in the conditions under which people work.  A focus on power relations 

is another aspect that can easily be missed with a lack of anchoring in gender theory. The 

experience of addressing power relations can be uncomfortable, but is necessary if one wants 

to change the social constructions of gender. 

 

Theories do not change the world; people do. Knowledge about gender can inform the 

processes of change, but these processes do not begin by themselves; they need to be 

organized. Organizing in a network is a helpful method and the processleading is of special 

importance. Using co-research and activating methods to encourage discussions and 

reflections about everyday organizational life is also important. As well, theories can be used 

in many different ways, and in order to make gender theory as useful and comprehensible as it 

was in the network, constant feedback is necessary. This is why we drew inspiration from the 

learning theory in action research when developing Action-oriented Gender Research, all with 

the aim of creating gender-aware organisations. 
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