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Research roles in action-oriented gender research provide opportunities for closer, deeper and more 

common understanding of change. The joint processes create a new knowledge and shared analysis of 

the action-oriented gender research can contribute to deepening perspectives. 

 This kind of research puts different demands on the researcher compared with many other types of 

gender research. There are dilemmas with being interactive, flexible and reflexive in that you are 

participating and are a part of the action processes at the same time as you are researching them. To 

connect these participatory, action-oriented and learning processes is a challenge that I want to address 

in this paper. After the background section, I present a summary of what I call my research: action-

oriented gender research. The researcher’s role is the main part of the paper, which concludes with 

some discussions of dilemmas.  

 

Background  
My research interest is how the use of gender theory can contribute to deeper, sustainable gender 

equality. I have a history of dealing with gender equality issues in my work life. From my work, my 

curiosity has grown over how the efforts for gender equality could look different, and how gender 

research, of which feminist theory and research are parts, could contribute to a changed view. I wanted 

to explore how to actually affect the gender system (Hirdman, 1990, 2003), which, in different ways, 

underlies the life of an organisation. 

 Views on gender and how gender equality is approached, if at all, are characterised by dominant 

discourses (Rönnblom, 2002). Power relations and how the daily interactions in an organisation are 

influenced by current gender relations are often avoided. It is common that gender equality affairs are 

handled by a human resources department, without any participation by the employees. It is also 

typical to talk about gender as being complementary, “women and men are different and should be so 

and should contribute to different qualities in organisations” (ibid, Andersson et al 2008, 

Amundsdotter 2006). As a gender scientist, I have a different approach, as I see gender as a social 
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construction and that gender relations are accomplished in actions (Acker 1999, Abrahamsson 2000, 

Fenstermaker & West 2002, Gunnarsson et al 2003, Hirdman 2003, Wahl et al 2001). This perspective 

is rarely the subject of exploration. Some of my inputs into this work have evolved over a long period. 

  My research project consists of five networks, with a total of 81 participants, men and women, 

from 25 different labour organisations. An average of three persons from each organisation formed the 

various networks, which, in other words, consisted of small groups within the larger group. Of the 81 

participants, two-thirds were women and one-third men.  

 The network participants’ aim was to explore and learn about gender in order to promote change 

in their organisations. The participants were to act in different ways for gender equality and they were 

called change agents. My research question focuses on how gender equality work can be understood 

from a gender theory perspective and, in particular, how current norms and resistance can be 

recognized and affected. 

 The project had a gender scientific framework, which affected common learning processes in 

various ways. In the five different groups, the participants have co-researched, made their own 

organisational studies and participated in joint analysis. 

 Many different professions were represented from both the public and private sectors. The project 

was presented before the participants took a position on whether they wanted be a part of it or not. It 

was a project on gender equality, with a framework from gender science and participants were 

expected to make a commitment to attend the meetings and perform different tasks in between 

meetings. 

 The first network started in 1999 and was followed by four others in different parts of the country. 

The last network was completed in April 2007. From the beginning, I was the project manager with a 

researcher. I wrote a C-essay in Gender Studies on one of the networks and eventually went on to 

become a doctoral student. I have therefore chosen to consider the time spent in the first three 

networks as an exploratory study, while the last two networks are my main empiric and where I had a 

clear research role.  

 The networks of about 15 people each have met to different extents. I have participated in a total 

of 88 days with the five networks. Average time per network was therefore 18 days, which provides a 

timeframe although it varied. My research focuses on the group level, on the group as a tool for 

learning and change. The different processes in the groups are of special interest to me—both things 

that happened during our joint learning processes, but also the participants’ experiences in their 

different organisations. The project was based on the interactive processes among participants, 

researchers, project managers and consultants. 
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Action-oriented gender research  
The participants have conducted their own organisational studies, made gender observations, read 

gender literature, made a lot of critical reflections and took different kinds of actions in their 

organisations between our meetings. 

 The gender theory that I used had two objectives. It has helped me understand my material, as 

right now I am in the final stage of my thesis. The theory has also been used actively in the project as a 

common knowledge base for understanding, analysing and inspiring action. 

  In my view, the central concept in the gender theory for me has been the internationally used 

concept of ‘doing gender’. It is an understanding of gender as a social construction and is constantly 

changing. Organisations are also seen as a social construction (West & Zimmerman and others in 

Andersson et al 2008). The current gender order or gender system (Hirdman 1990, 2003) has been a 

base from which we have investigated the meanings of gender (Acker 1999, Abrahamsson 2000, 

Fenstermaker & West 2002, Gunnarsson et al 2003, Hirdman 2003, Wahl et al 2001). 

 This framework has been two-sided, both as a theoretical framework for my understanding of my 

material and as a tool for the participants.  

 I see feminist theory and research as a part of gender research. The latter can be carried out 

without any desire for a change in the prevailing gender regimes (Conell, 2002). I have chosen to 

argue that my research approach is the scientific basis of gender, since it is the entire field of 

organisation and gender, doing gender and gender research that has been the framework of my project. 

I have combined gender research with concepts from the field of action research. It is also a wide field, 

with a number of different directions. Several feminists have addressed that a number of action 

research lack a gender perspective, and as gender blind it hinders your emancipatory ideas (Magurie 

2001, Härnsten 2001, Gunnarsson 2006). 

In Sweden, we have a quite many researchers who have gone in the direction of interactive research, 

emphasizing the common learning going on between the participants and researchers throughout the 

research process (Svensson et al, 2007). I see that stream as a part of the field Action research.  

Action research is not a set of principles with clear theories and methods, but is rather a perspective on 

how to conduct research. It does, however, have an action orientation and supports normative change 

in one way or another (Aagaard Nielsen & Svensson 2006). At the same time, new knowledge should 

be created, which is a challenge to combine different purposes. The participatory research conducts 

research with the participants, not for or on them (Svensson et al  2002). 

 Action research has many common values in democracy, participatory, growing, 

emancipation, a better world, sustainable development and more (Aagard Nielsen & Svensson 2006, 

Reason & Bradbury 2001, Greenwood  & Levin  2007, Hansson 2003, Johansson 2008, Härnsten  

2008, Maguire 2001). Some of the action research is for me closer to a feminist perspective, notably 
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the part that emphasizes democracy and criticizes authoritarian structures and cultures in society 

(Aagaard Nielsen & Steen Nielsen, 2006).  

“We can not choose the commitment—as human beings in the real world we are 

committed. Commitment is a basic structure of any kind of human living” 

(Skjervheim in Aagaard Nielsen & Steen Nielsen, 2006, page 70).  

 Research requires relationships, according Skjervheim. Reflection is not generalities, but is used in 

order to deconstruct reality and create new realities. Society is frozen in several ways and the 

challenge for action research is to defrost it. The reality will be deconstructed and the goal is to create 

something new beyond just improvements and instead go for dreams, utopia and visions (ibid, page 

78). The combination of the gender research and the action research has helped me to have the 

theoretical framework and methodological ground 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 a 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 between action research and feminist research 

(Greenwood & Levin 2007). Action research can offer feminists a greater awareness of a 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, page 

166). 

 With inspiration from these two major research fields, I have decided to use a new concept: 

action-oriented gender research. It is also used in a research project in northern Sweden called Fibre 

Optic Valley (Svensson et al 2008). Action-oriented gender research has a gender scientific framework 

and distinguishes itself from a lot of other gender research by conducting research with the 

participants having a clear action orientation (ibid, p 23). 

 

Research role  
The researcher’s role in action research is based on involvement in the action process. The content of 

the role of research positions and functions may vary, and a series of dilemmas come with them. The 

fact that the researcher is involved in the action process makes her a change agent (Westlander 2006). 

Dual roles come with this, both to satisfy the needs or wants of the participants and to combine these 

with research that can contribute to new knowledge, and, if possible, general knowledge that is open to 

a critical and reflective discussion in the scientific community, Westlander argues.  

 One key premise for action research is a basic optimism regarding people’s ability to learn from 

joint experiences in groups (Berge & Ve 2000). The researchers have done action research projects in 

education and the authors claim that joint learning processes can provide new perspectives, solutions 

and improvements. Another key premise is about democracy; the partners in interacting need to create 
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truly democratic decision-making processes. There needs to be a sharing of ideas, opinions and 

interpretations (ibid, p 26). The authors also stress that action research is about changing and 

reconstructing reality, which is quite different from traditional science. The latter talks about 

uncovering various aspects of reality, whereas action research aims to change reality or parts of it. 

This means that action researchers want both to change reality and to understand what happens during 

the change process (ibid, p 26).  

 In the action-oriented gender research in my project, we have had dialogues around different 

events; we have made analyses and critical reflections. These reflective dialogues among participants, 

researchers, consultants and project leaders contribute to knowledge about how gender research is 

done and how a gender equality work can be understood from a gender theoretical perspective 

(Andersson et al 2008).  

 This way of conducting research challenges traditional notions of the researcher who does not 

participate but observes on the side in order to obtain reliable knowledge (ibid, p 30). In my project, 

we have had a series of learning processes of gender, sometimes from society in general, but more 

often from an attempt to understand the participants’ organisations. Knowledge about gender, change 

and resistance has been created, while at the same time the participants have dealt with their own 

realities, dilemmas and problems. That is how I understand the claim of local knowledge that 

participants can use in their everyday life in their organisations and at the same time is general 

knowledge about gender, change and organisations. 

 I have in this project paid attention to the researcher’s role and position in action-oriented gender 

research. I have been inspired by the writing of research positions that Herr & Anderson have done 

(Herr & Anderson 2005).  

 

Position—insider and outsider  

 Herr & Anderson discuss how the position of the researcher has developed in different ways (2005). 

Traditionally, action researchers were seen as an outside change agent (Herr & Anderson 2005). The 

researcher took the initiative, as an outsider, and then involved the insiders in the research. The authors 

means that to an increasing extent there are insiders who conduct research on their own organisations. 

It can be people who want to deepen their own reflection on practices toward problem-solving and 

professional development (ibid, p 29). And there are also a lot of variations of being either an outsider 

or an insider, and the authors have created a scale that has inspired me (ibid, Scale 3.1 Continuum and 

Implications of Positionality, p 31).   

 One way of sorting out your position is to see if you are an outsider or an insider in the setting 

where the research is being done. From that perspective, I am definitely an outsider, coming from 

outside into the networks with participants who work in organisations that I am not a part of.  

 As an outsider, you can hold different positions. You can be an outsider within (Collins in ibid).  

The term refers to being a research subject within the setting in some way. Some examples are given 
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by the authors. A female researcher coming from the outside to conduct research with African-

Americans, but being an African-American female herself, makes her racially an insider. Given the 

uneven structures in society, having that identity gives a particular perspective on society that being 

black and female means (ibid, p 30). This is also discussed by Reynolds, a black female researcher 

writing about how her identity affected the participants in different ways (Reynolds, 2001).  

 In my project, a total of 54 women participated. We have done processes about how the gender 

system (Hirdman 1990, 2003) has affected our lives, how we accommodate that system, how we 

subordinate ourselves, for instance. I am an insider in that process, experiencing the gender system as 

a white female. The fact that I am female (also affected by being white and working class) gives me a 

particular perspective on society. I experience being targeted by discrimination, by exclusion, in a way 

that a white male is not. That affects the research. Hastrup talks about our lived experiences (Hastrup, 

1995) that give us a particular perspective. Herr & Anderson detail an example grounded in class: A 

researcher with a working-class background conducting research with working-class people has a 

perspective that many researchers do not have (Herr & Andersson 2005). That is a lived experience. 

For me, having been brought up in a working-class culture (Skeggs1997) has given me a particular 

relation with many of the participants who share a similar background or work in what we see as 

working-class jobs (important contributions have been made from doctoral students and researchers at 

FoU-Centrum Söderhamn, a former regional research centre,(for instance Svensson 2006, Westring 

Nordh 2007). 

 Being an outsider within, to have certain knowledge about positions or cultures, can contribute to 

a deepened knowledge about the setting where the research is being done, Herr & Anderson claim. But 

there are also complications, of course, especially the risk to see things as normal and take them for 

granted. That is why self-reflection is important, a cornerstone for good action research, according to 

the authors.  

 

Roles during different phases of research  

If my position is an outsider within, I still have different roles during the various phases of my 

research. I needed to clarify that for myself and others. I have divided my role into five parts or 

functions:  

1. Gender scientist, expert role  

2. Process leader/facilitator 

3. Participating experience  

4. Leader of the analytical processes 

5. My own analysis process  
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Gender scientist, expert role 

Each network began with an exploratory phase characterized by learning about gender theory, 

statistics, reflection and knowledge about how to conduct a survey. The aim was increased knowledge 

combined with knowledge about the organisation from a gender perspective. Learning occurred and at 

the same time we dealt with the reality of the participating organisations.  

 My role was to lecture on gender and on how the participants could conduct their own 

organisational studies about gender.  In this phase, I assumed partly an expert role and as well as a 

supportive role. I provided tools, knowledge and practical support. Later during this phase, I connected 

their results with gender research in general. 

 

Process leader/facilitator 

I led different processes for self-reflection, for instance. One was to explore my own norms about 

gender:  What kind of messages did I receive early on or later on and how does these affect me today? 

I also led processes for sharing thoughts and feelings from reading gender literature (where I was not 

the expert, but facilitating the process).  

 Following the exploratory phase, which lasted for about six months, the participants began to 

formulate goals and action plans and to take initiatives in their organisations. At the network meetings, 

we worked with the different kinds of resistance that the participants encountered. Prevailing power 

relations were discovered in many cases. Different kinds of actions, followed by reflections on actions, 

(Argyris och Schön, 1974) contributed to learning how to see these kinds of gender relations in the 

organisation (Conell 2002, Andersson 2003). 

 My role consisted mainly of facilitating these processes and eventually making interventions, 

which were also made by others. We had an agreement to combine support with critical reflection 

together with challenges (Action learning in McGill & Brockbank 2004). For instance, when the 

participants worked with their goals for change and their actions plans, several times people intervened 

with each other. It helped the participants to see their adaptation to dominant discourses, for instance. 

The aim was to think beyond these norms and adaptations in order to create a ‘free room’ (Aagard 

Nielsen & Steen Nielsen 2006), where thoughts could be free, fear of change visible and challenged—

a room without limitations on our thoughts and dreams (ibid). In my project, we tried different ways of 

stepping out of the dominant norms or discourses, to challenge each other’s understanding in the 

group. We very consistently worked with action plans from the perspective of what the participants 

wanted to be different (not only better). Another way of creating a free room was to work in gender-

divided groups, where women and men could have dialogues with each other. This was especially 

highlighted by many participants as a way of gaining more free space and thoughts. 
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Participating experience  

I have already mentioned some contexts in which I was a participant. In various forms of experience-

sharing and dialogues about gender in work life, I participated on equal terms in the room. I was one 

voice among the others. Hastrup, an anthropologist, abandoned trying to sort what happens during 

fieldwork into different models of observations; instead, she used her own participating observations, 

which no longer reduced the interaction to technical data or fixed models (Hastrup in Eikeland 2006). 

Her participating experience was hardly different from the other participants’ experiences, Eikeland 

argued, which contributed to a more equal relationship between the researcher and the researched. The 

knowledge process, based on gradually acquired personal experiences and insights, moved to the 

centre of her attention (ibid).  

 How we did things in the networks was very important, and I tried to move them to the centre of 

my attention as well. The different knowledge processes, the stories from actions, the surveys 

everyone did and gender observations in the room that we conducted were all a basis for the 

knowledge process. For me, it is relevant to call my researcher role, as Hastrup did, a participating 

experience. Perhaps this is the most important distinction in that instead of saying ‘participant 

observation’ that I did participate with my self as a subject and my experiences affected the knowledge 

process.  

 A parallel can be drawn to Danish action research as done by a group at RUC, Roskilde 

University. The researchers are often working together in pairs. They can have different roles in 

various situations, such as a facilitator, as a participant or as an expert. It is not advisable to be a 

facilitator and expert at the same time, Kurt Aagard Nielsen, professor at RUC, argues (Lecture by 

Luleå University of Technology, 23/5 2007). The researcher can shift roles, but cannot mix them at the 

same time. The Danish research group strove for involvement and not distance. That is why they 

choose to be participants instead of observers. They wanted emotional, actual experiences that are hard 

to get as an observer, where also bodily experience was one part. The different experiences are a part 

of the research process, Aagard Nielsen said. The two colleagues reflected together about what they 

felt, thought and saw.  

 It is desirable to have two scientists, or as in my case, work with a consultant who actively 

participates in the network process, to be able to jointly reflect on what happened during the process 

afterwards.  

 

Leaders of the analytical processes  

Mainly during the implementation phase, the second half of the network time when the participants 

started to take action, I led various forms of analysis processes based on events in the participants' 

organisations. Or we worked with the participants’ own studies of their organisations and reflected on 

patterns, variations in relationships to the other participants’ organisations and gender theory. What we 
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did was to interpret and analyse what we experienced together and between the meetings. One 

example of analytical process is about resistance, which was a very prominent theme. We did many 

different processes on that theme (writing, role-playing situations about resistance with suggestions 

about how to change it, reflections and learning about what resistance is). We gathered different 

knowledge that we later analysed and sorted into different kinds of resistance.  

 I will give you a more detailed example from the process about resistance. We worked with two of 

the organisations, one at the time, to get more perspectives. Three participants were from one of the 

organisations, while the four participants were from the other. The first group of three formed an inner 

circle. The rest of us were an outer circle (Contrentric circles, described in McGill & Brockbank, 

2004, part of Action learning). The inner circle talked about what kinds of things helped them as 

change agents to take the initiative. And then they talked about the opposite, about what stopped them 

from taking the initiative, all the while focusing on gender and gender equality. They talked with each 

other, and the outer circle listened. I led the process, and after a while, the topic went to the outer 

circle. We reflected out loud about what we heard and what we thought – for instance about the culture 

in the organisation, if they were avoiding something and so on. The topic then went back to the inner 

circle where the participants continued their dialogues with the input from the outer circle. The 

dialogues went back and forth for some time. Then we did the same process with the other group. 

Finally, we reflected on what we had learned and understood and we compared our thoughts with 

those of the participants from the other organisations and reflected on gender research in general. In 

this process, different kinds of resistance became visible and important knowledge about inner 

resistance in the participants themselves became evident. One important thing with this kind of joint 

analysis is that it really happens in the room. The kind of inner resistance that we gradually revealed 

was not initially apparent to the participants themselves. It was during this process that this kind of 

experience came to the surface (for instance, several women were afraid of being considered “crazy” 

or unstable if they got too emotionally involved in matters of gender equality). The fear of and the 

understanding of resistance were censored.  

 

My own analysis process  

I have taken notes, been transcribing then sorting and reflecting on them in many ways. I have written 

papers and anthology contributions and attended seminars where my research was reviewed and 

discussed. My analysis has thus been tested in a scientific context at seminars, conferences and by 

supervisors. Although the project has closed, I still have my own (on-going) work with writing and 

analysing that will eventually become a thesis. But the analysis process has already been going on for 

a longer time, done in the participatory processes. This creates a dilemma, to first have the joint work 

and then I have my work with the dissertation. It is a bit messy, but at the same time produces robust 

knowledge (Nowotny et al in Gunnarsson 2006).  
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Dilemmas and possibilities in the researcher’s role 
Perhaps the biggest dilemma is to get to involved and to clarify my role in the different phases of 

research. For me, I have had a lot of reflection time in different situations, both inside and outside of 

the academy. I have been reflecting together with participants, especially one group where I met with 

four participants and carried out several analytical processes. 

 I have been writing personal notes and have reflected with the above-mentioned consultant by 

writing papers, discussing at conferences, but also by the monthly group supervision that I have been 

participating in for six years. That supervision is with a group of process leaders where we get a 

chance to learn from each other and get the others to reflect on what I am doing. By doing these 

different kinds of reflection, I have striven for balancing my participation, the joint learning processes 

and keeping the knowledge-generating process at the centre of attention (Eikeland 2006:207). 

 Many gender researchers have addressed the issues of closeness and distance (Widerberg 1995, 

Davies 1999, Hee Pedersen & Gunnarsson 2004). Knowledge about positions and power relations has 

made a big contribution to the possibilities of more ‘aware’ research, awareness that the researcher is 

coming from somewhere and is not a just voice from nowhere. And the researcher is also a participant, 

with the experience of society and the everyday life we all live, which can not be regarded as 

something outside the research role (Gunnarsson, 2007).  

 Gunnarsson and Hee Pedersen discussed the position of the researcher in knowledge production 

and that research of gender and organisation is influenced by this. The subjectivity of the researcher is 

an important question, which should not be diminished or denied, the authors wrote. There are several 

dilemmas for a researcher who wants to engage in a dialogue on gender with the members of an 

organisation (Hee Pedersen & Gunnarsson 2004). The researcher's position and the interests and 

perceptions of change affect, for example, views on gender. An awareness of this can provide a much 

better base to produce a democratic, inclusive knowledge as opposed to more typical science traditions 

(ibid). For the participants to be involved in these dilemmas provides insight into the terms for 

research, but also provides a greater opportunity for a perspective on what the research is and can be 

(ibid). The researcher’s terms within the field of gender and organisation are characterized by a 

discursive context that excludes certain themes. Researchers need, if the ideal is change and 

democratic relationships, to create a dialogue around themes that are excluded from the dialogue, the 

authors claim.  

 One dilemma that I experienced in many ways was how the discourses affected our work, that 

gender was a ‘non-issue’ in many ways, something you did not talk about. We used a model of 

change, which helped us to understand these mechanisms (Janssen, 2005). We understood the urge to 

censor issues around gender, with different expressions used in the groups of participants (compare 

with Berge & Ve, 2000 who also experienced this, even if they did not use the same terminology). We 

did different processes in order to break the censorship, which meant that I intervened in different 
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ways. In this sense, there are possibilities for a researcher who can adjust and be flexible in different 

situations. I know from several research projects and development projects about gender equality, that 

gender very easily becomes a non-issue, at least the power relations, the subordination, the privileges 

that come with a system that values humans differently. That is also why I want to call what I do for 

not only action-oriented research or gender research, but action-oriented gender research. Perhaps 

gender is the most censored subject we have (Janssen, 2005) and that influence the research process a 

great deal. 

But the participatory design, together with the knowledge processes on gender, made it easier – not 

easy – to break some of the censorship surrounding gender constructions and relations. But it took 

some effort and the effect varied in the five networks, depending on several reasons, but commitment 

was definitely one of them. Gender is not done in some sort of passive way, over whelming people 

with different norms. Gender is done by actions, and one way to call it is to say gender learning, as 

Conell puts it (Conell, 2002). Gender is done in a precise but unreflected way (Andersson, 2003). 

People are learning about gender, and do actions to learn how to do gender – or create something else. 

I would say the same goes for uncensoring gender – to learn what we (the organisation, the group, the 

individuals) censor and to do actions that challenge or undermine that learning – is both an act of 

knowledge, will and structures. The ambition was to create a free space that opened these doors and 

we learned about both different forms of resistance and of change. 
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