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Today I will talk about some experiences from the ongoing research project ’Gender Equality 

for Sustainable Growth’ in light of my previous research on gender, invention and innovation. 

I will start with a few words about myself – an academic ’hybrid’ with one foot in ’gender’ 

and the other in ’technology’ in theory as well as in practise since I at present have two 

academic homes: the department of Gender and Innovation at Luleå University of Technology 

and the Centre for Gender Studies at Stockholm University.  

I have a background in engineering from which I have moved towards gender studies, hence 

ending up in feminist science and technology studies. My interest in gender issues stems from 

my working experiences at the department of Industrial Ergonomics at Linköping Institute of 

Technology where I participated in a number of technological research projects and also 

tutored engineering students’ projects in cooperation with local industry. Participation in 

ergonomic design projects revealed that it was common to equal humans with men and that 

women often were disadvantaged by design. Insights in local industrial practise revealed that 

working life in Sweden was both segregated and stratified according to stereotypical 

understandings of gender. For me, who had grown up during the 70s when equality was very 

much a political imperative in society, this was a shocking insight. My encounter with gender 

and feminist studies, a field of knowledge previously unknown to me, led to a paradigmatic 

shift of my understanding of the world which in its turn subsequently led me into doing 

research on gender and innovation.  

One of the studies I came to do was a study of the Patented Invention of Swedish Women 

1885 – 1998, which I did at Tema Technology and Social Change at Linköping University 

and at the Swedish Patent Office in Stockholm. I learned that patented invention by women 

had increased significantly if one saw to the numbers, but that the percentage relative to men 
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was still just as low as a hundred years ago – that is about five percent. Women’s 

technological creativity was however not restricted to ‘feminine’ fields of knowledge; rather it 

was quite diverse encompassing everything from hygiene pads to machine guns. The patent 

registers did however not say anything about if the inventions had been realised in society and 

if so, how this had been achieved.  

This led to another study where contemporary inventors, both within industrial R&D and 

independent entrepreneurs, were interviewed about their processes of innovation. The study 

revealed the strategies women used in order to achieve what they wanted in a male dominated 

environment with stereotypical expectations on women. During this study I moved to the 

department of Industrial Economics and Organization at The Royal Institute of Technology in 

Stockholm.  

Later I moved to the centre for Gender Studies at Stockholm University where I and a 

colleague did a gender analysis of applications to Vinnova’s programme Vinnväxt 2005, 

which showed that Vinnova’s support of innovation prioritized projects lead by men and male 

dominated sectors of the economy. Projects lead by women and women dominated sectors of 

the economy did not seem to fit in.  

Today I share my time between Stockholm University and the division of Gender and 

Innovation at Luleå University of Technology where I work with my dissertation Project, 

which is a synthesis of parts of my previous research, and the research project ‘Gender 

Equality for Sustainable Growth’, which focuses on gender equality and work for change 

within the systems of innovation which have received funding from Vinnova’s programme 

Vinnväxt. This project is action oriented in the sense that the ambition is not only to describe 

’what is’ but also to contribute to the interactive exploration of the innovative potential of 

’what could be’. The project runs until December 2009 and is financed by Vinnova.  

Sweden is often considered among the world leaders when it comes to gender equality as well 

as 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.  

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. The general goal of Swedish 

gender equality politics is that women and men shall have equal power to shape society and 

their own lives. According to the Swedish government the distribution of power and influence 

of importance in the shaping of society, business included, shall be equal. ”Gender equality is 

/ … / an important factor for growth. In order to achieve results gender equality policy has to 
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permeate all parts of government policy.” (http://www.regeringen.se) Vinnova – the Swedish 

Agency for Innovation Systems – is to promote the development of effective innovation 

systems and shall in particular support a gender perspective in research and promote gender 

equality within its field of activity. Vinnova has undergone an internal process of learning and 

organizational change aiming at strengthening the gender competence and the processes of 

gender mainstreaming within the agency. Vinnväxt is a programme within Vinnova which 

aims to promote sustainable regional growth by developing internationally competitive 

research and innovation environments in specific growth fields. Gender equality enters the 

Vinnväxt programme implicitly via the demands for sustainability. The programme managers 

of Vinnväxt demand that those who receive funding address gender issues, but they don’t 

define how.  

The innovation systems which are developed within Vinnova’s Vinnväxt programme are 

generally governed by men, both when it comes to the management groups and the boards of 

directors. Focus groups primarily including persons from the management groups of the 

Vinnväxt winners have been interviewed and asked to reflect on what gender equality means 

for them in relation to their work and its context. These interviews revealed that gender 

matters to the Vinnväxt winners. Here follows a synthesis of the main aspects of gender the 

Vinnväxt winners addressed.  

Gender equality is seen as beneficial for innovation and as a precondition for sustainable 

growth. To not take into account 50 % of the population is seen as an irrational waste of 

resources in today’s global competition. Some claim they saw gender issues as both relevant 

and important from the beginning whereas others had moved in that direction from an initial 

view of gender as an irrelevant “non-issue”.  

Inequality is seen as a problem in the cross-disciplinary and inter-organizational relations of 

innovative processes. Inequality in terms of power sometimes results in an exclusion of 

important input, either because of disrespect or because of self diminishing. Inequality is seen 

as something that reduces the efficiency of processes of innovation.  

The concept ’gender equality’ was considered adequate in most cases. Some did however 

prefer the wider concept ’diversity’ which includes not only gender but also other grounds for 

discrimination, such as e.g. age, ethnicity, and class.  
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Managerial commitment was considered important and responsibility for gender issues was 

hence placed within or in close relation with management. The ambition was to avoid 

unproductive side-ordering of gender issues by integration in the general processes.  

The Vinnväxt winners also see an opportunity in using gender for improvement. The need to 

attract the most competent people in combination with the insight that women today are better 

educated than men and that competent Swedish men are too few led to the conclusion that 

there is a need to recruit talented people of both genders. The need to make competent 

personnel want to stay on makes it important to have an organization where both genders are 

welcome and a surrounding society that provides appropriate services. In other words there is 

a need to make working as well as living conditions gender equal.  

Today traditional markets are becoming mature and declining, leading to a need for many 

companies to find or create new markets. In this process unexploited markets become 

interesting. There is also an awareness that the production of innovations has to be sustainable 

in the long term. Hence, it is not considered rational to build technologies of the future on 

gender stereotypes of the past. There is recognition that alternative visions in innovative work 

can present new opportunities.  

The Vinnväxt winners all express a wish to do the right thing but also a need of guidance 

grounded in scientific knowledge. They address gender as a tool of action rather than as a tool 

of analysis. What some of them attempt to do can be seen as an experimental integration of a 

gender perspective in innovative work. As for all pioneer work the risk as well as the 

innovative potential is higher.  

As a conclusion gender aware action can lead to a more attractive organizational culture, a 

more productive organizational structure, increased business opportunities, and sustainable 

technological innovation.  

Welcome to visit the website of the project ‘Gender Equality for Sustainable Growth’!  

http://www.ltu.se/arb/equalgrowth 
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