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Abstract  

This study has investigated cultural differences in perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership 

roles. Focus has been on comparing two advanced Western societies, Sweden and the United 

States, that both value gender equality, but still continue to be male dominated in top-leadership 

positions (OECD, 2016). Sweden, with a higher share of females in top-leader positions, is 

considered a feminine culture, while the United States has a lower share of female leaders and 

is considered a masculine culture (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). The question was if cultural 

aspects like masculinity can affect the perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership roles. To 

answer this, data was collected mainly through semi-structured interviews with people from 

Sweden and the United States, but also through structured observations. The results showed 

that there were differences in how the Swedish and the American participants perceived 

stereotypes and also what kind of leader they preferred. Furthermore, the Americans preferred 

male characteristics in a leader and the Swedish interviewees preferred female characteristics. 

The received answers do indicate that there are cultural differences between Sweden and the 

United States in perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership roles. 

 

Keywords: Perception, gender, leadership, culture, stereotypes, Schein Descriptive Index 

(SDI) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

Sammanfattning 

Den här studien har undersökt om det finns kulturella skillnader i hur män och kvinnor upplevs 

som ledare. Arbetet har fokuserat på att jämföra två industrialiserade länder i västvärlden, 

Sverige och USA, som båda värderar jämställdhet mellan könen men som ändå fortsätter att 

vara mansdominerade i toppledarpositioner (OECD, 2016). Sverige, med en högre andel 

kvinnliga ledare i toppledarpositioner, anses vara en feminin kultur, medan USA har en lägre 

andel kvinnliga ledare och anses vara en maskulin kultur (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). Frågan 

var om kulturella aspekter som maskulinitet kan påverka hur de olika könen upplevs som ledare. 

För att svara på detta samlades data in främst genom semistrukturerade intervjuer med personer 

från Sverige och USA, men också genom strukturerade observationer. Resultatet visade att det 

fanns skillnader i hur de svenska och de amerikanska deltagarna upplevde stereotyper och även 

i vilken typ av ledare de föredrog. Amerikanerna föredrog maskulina egenskaper i en ledare 

medan de svenska intervjudeltagarna föredrog feminina egenskaper. Svaren som mottogs visar 

på att det finns kulturella skillnader mellan Sverige och USA i upplevelsen av olika kön som 

ledare. 

 

Nyckelord: Uppfattning, genus, kön, ledarskap, kultur, stereotyper, Schein Descriptive Index 

(SDI) 

 

 

 



 
 

Table of Contents 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Background ....................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Problem Discussion .......................................................................................................... 2 

1.3 Overall Purpose ................................................................................................................ 5 

1.4 Overview of Entire Thesis ................................................................................................ 5 

2. Literature Review ................................................................................................................... 6 

2.1 Leadership ........................................................................................................................ 6 

2.2 Equality ............................................................................................................................. 7 

2.2.1 Gender Stereotypes .................................................................................................... 7 

2.2.2 Occupational Segregation .......................................................................................... 7 

2.2.3 Glass Ceiling .............................................................................................................. 8 

2.3 Culture .............................................................................................................................. 8 

2.3.1 The Hofstede Framework .......................................................................................... 9 

2.4 Gender Perception and Leadership ................................................................................. 11 

2.4.1 Schein Descriptive Index ......................................................................................... 11 

2.5 Conceptual Framework ................................................................................................... 12 

2.5.1 Leadership ................................................................................................................ 13 

2.5.2 Schein Descriptive Index ......................................................................................... 13 

2.5. Culture ........................................................................................................................ 14 

3. Methodology ........................................................................................................................ 16 

3.1 Research Purpose ............................................................................................................ 16 

3.2 Research Approach ......................................................................................................... 16 

3.2.1 Deductive or Inductive ............................................................................................. 16 

3.2.2 Qualitative or Quantitative Data Collection............................................................. 17 

3.3 Research Strategy ........................................................................................................... 18 

3.3.1 Case Study ............................................................................................................... 18 

3.4 Data Collection ............................................................................................................... 18 

3.4.1 Sample Selection ...................................................................................................... 20 

3.5 Data Analysis .................................................................................................................. 21 

3.6 Ethical Aspects ............................................................................................................... 21 

3.7 Validity and Reliability .................................................................................................. 22 

3.7.1 Validity .................................................................................................................... 22 



 
 

3.7.2 Reliability ................................................................................................................. 22 

3.8 Summary of Methodology .............................................................................................. 23 

4. Empirical data ...................................................................................................................... 25 

4.1 Leadership ...................................................................................................................... 25 

4.2 Stereotypes ...................................................................................................................... 26 

4.3 Gender and Leadership ................................................................................................... 28 

4.5 Schein Descriptive Index ................................................................................................ 29 

5. Data Analysis ....................................................................................................................... 31 

5.1 Leadership ...................................................................................................................... 31 

5.2 Stereotypes ...................................................................................................................... 33 

5.3 Gender and Leadership ................................................................................................... 34 

6. Findings and Conclusions .................................................................................................... 36 

6.1 Leadership ...................................................................................................................... 36 

6.2 Stereotypes ...................................................................................................................... 36 

6.3 Gender and Leadership ................................................................................................... 37 

6.4 Final Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 37 

6.5 Limitations of the Research ............................................................................................ 38 

6.6 Implications for Practitioners ......................................................................................... 38 

6.7 Implications for Further Research .................................................................................. 39 

Reference list ............................................................................................................................ 40 

Appendix A: Interview Guide English Version 

Appendix B: Intervjuguide svensk version 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

Table of Figures 

Figure 1: Female/ Male share of seats on boards of the largest listed companies……………..4 

Figure 2: Thesis Outline………………………………………………………………………..5 

Figure 3: The Glass Ceiling Index……………………………………………………………..8 

Figure 4: The Hofstede Framework: Sweden and the United States……………………..........9 

Figure 5: The Hofstede Framework: Power Distance, Individualism and Masculinity………15 

Figure 6: Methodology summary……………………………………………....……………..24 

Figure 7: American SDI answer………………………………………………………………29 

Figure 8: Swedish SDI answers………………………………………….…….......................30 

 

Table of Tables   

Table 1: SDI Adjectives………………………………………...………………………...…..14 

Table 2: American and Swedish answers: leadership ………………………………………..25 

Table 3: American and Swedish answers: stereotypes …………………………………...….26 

Table 4: American and Swedish answers: Gender and Leadership…………………….….…28 

 

  

 

 



1 
 

1. Introduction 

This chapter will present the chosen topic for this thesis. Firstly, a background will be provided, 

including theories about leadership, gender, and culture. Secondly, a problem discussion will 

follow, and an overall purpose and research questions will be stated. Finally, an overview of 

the entire thesis will be presented. 

1.1 Background 

Throughout history, leaders have existed in all cultures. Symbols for leaders have been traced 

to as early as five thousand years ago in the Egyptian hieroglyphics. The verb “to lead” derives 

from the Latin word agere and means “to set in motion”. Despite its early presence in history, 

the word leadership is relatively new in the English language, and it is not found in writing until 

approximately two hundred years ago. Today, the word leadership is well established within 

multiple areas (Punnett & Schenkar, 2004), and the definition may vary depending on the 

abilities, personality, relationship, and orientation of the leader (Munley, 2011). 

 

Leadership could be defined as a social process, and an interaction between a leader and his or 

her followers (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 2011), with the purpose to motivate and guide others to 

achieve common objectives (Bergengren, 2008; Hughes, Ginnet & Curphy, 2015; Lindkvist, 

Bakka & Fivelsdal, 2014). To find one definition of leadership is difficult, and there is no 

definition that all scholars have agreed upon (Munley, 2011). Furthermore, there are no 

established guidelines for how a leader should behave, it depends on the organization and what 

the situation demands (Bergengren, 2008; Hughes et al., 2015). Leadership is often mentioned 

as a form of influence (Bass, 1997), influence for the purpose of achieving something important 

(Punnett & Schenkar, 2004). With a well-functioning leadership comes respect, trust, and 

confidence. These components increase the authority, legitimacy, and supremacy of the leader. 

On the other hand, a poorly-functioning leadership gives the opposite effect (Bruzelius & 

Skärvad, 2011). 

 

Within the area of leadership, formal (assigned) leaders could be separated from the informal, 

(emergent) leaders. Formal leaders are designated to their position, for example: team leaders, 

and directors. Informal leaders, on the other hand, are not officially appointed to their position. 

However, both formal and informal leaders have the ability to influence the behavior of others. 

(Berggren, 2008; Northouse, 2013) 

 

Two definitions of a person who leads are leader and manager. These are distinguished from 

each other, and are both necessary for an organization to perform well (Hughes et al., 2015). 

Management is strongly associated with competence and specialist knowledge, while 

leadership focuses more on personal characteristics such as the ability to formulate objectives 

and be an inspiration for others to cooperate and contribute (Lindkvist et al., 2014). In other 

words, leaders are doing the right thing, while managers are doing things right (Hughes et al., 

2015). 
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During the 21st century the world has become more globalized, which means that barriers 

between countries are being blurred and that trade, production, and investments are being 

handled more freely across borders (Parker, 2005; Fan & Zigang, 2004). This globalization has 

created many opportunities to collaborate across borders (Fan & Zigang, 2004). Some of the 

advantages of collaborating across borders are added ideas, approaches, and perspectives (Dong 

& Liu, 2010). Even though the advantages are several, there are also some difficulties when 

collaborating internationally (Fan & Zigang, 2004; Dong & Liu, 2010). Some researchers 

indicate that these difficulties could be caused by cultural differences (Dong & Liu, 2010), and 

many failures faced by international companies are based in neglecting these cultural 

differences (Fan & Zigang, 2004). 

 

According to Hofstede (1997), culture is a programming of the mind that will distinguish one 

group of people from those in another. Culture plays an important role when it comes to 

leadership, such as the acceptance towards the leader and how the employees perform (Ag 

Budin & Wafa, 2015). Research has shown that national culture influences managerial 

decision-making, leadership styles, and human resource management (Li, Tan, Cai, Zhu & 

Wang, 2013). To be able to handle cultural challenges, there is a need to understand what works 

and what does not work within different cultural settings (House, Javidan, Hanges & Dorfman, 

2002). 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Because of the globalization of the world, different business systems and cultures are brought 

together. Due to culture being a programming of the mind, different cultural backgrounds could 

influence people to have different views on what are appropriate roles for women to have (Syed 

& Van Buren, 2014). Gender equality can vary substantially between cultures. In some cultures, 

women will not be allowed to work, go to school, and have limited access to health care 

(Inglehart & Norris, 2005). Even though the equality-process is further along in many Western 

societies, women are still more likely to have low-wage jobs than men and are not as likely to 

receive a leadership position (Inglehart & Norris, 2005). Many of the Western industrialized 

societies, have formulated laws to carry through gender equality at work, and to make sure that 

women are not facing any type of discrimination in the workplace (Syed & Van Buren, 2014). 

 

Many organizations are trying to eliminate inequality, discrimination, and prejudice in their 

workforce (Claus, Callahan & Sandlin, 2013). However, the top-ranks of most companies 

continue to be male dominated (Festing, Knappert & Kornau, 2015; Javidan, Bullough & 

Dibble, 2016), and the barriers for women to reach leadership positions seem to be strong 

(Schein & Mueller, 1992). One highlighted obstacle in the way towards equal leadership 

opportunity is gender stereotypes (Syed & Van Buren, 2014). Research based in the United 

States has shown that sex role stereotyping is a major psychological barrier to women receiving 

leadership positions. Leadership positions are often sex typed as a male occupation, and these 

stereotypes can be a factor in limiting the number of women in leadership positions (Schein & 

Mueller, 1992). 
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Most companies are founded by men and therefore have a male preference for leadership 

positions, unintended or not. The masculine-leadership culture is dominating, especially near 

centers of power higher up in the hierarchy (Festing et al., 2015). Women aiming for leader 

positions must try to balance the feminine traits with masculine attributes, since the latter are 

typically more valued for a leader to have (Claus et al., 2013; Festing et al., 2015). Stereotypical 

feminine attributes are traditionally more associated with a non-leadership role, or support roles 

(Claus et al., 2013). Those attributes are referred to as communal and could be defined as 

sympathetic, and concerned about others. The attributes often associated as male attributes are 

labeled agentic, and are defined as aggressive and decisive (Festing et al., 2015). These male 

attributes are highly correlated with the traits perceived to be needed in an efficient leader. This 

could explain the ongoing underrepresentation of women on higher-rank positions in 

organizations (Claus et al., 2013; Hughes et al., 2015).  

 

Literature suggests that people from different cultures have different attitudes to which 

leadership style is preferred (Tallaki & Bracci, 2015). Some cultures prefer to have a leader 

who disciplines and other cultures prefer a leader who gives the employees responsibility, and 

includes them in the decision-making process (Hofstede, 1997). Furthermore, different cultures 

will view genders differently (Syed & Buren, 2014), and cultural values will influence 

stereotypes in terms of what occupations are considered more appropriate for men versus 

women (Shinnar, Giacomin & Janssen, 2012). Most industrialized countries share the norm to 

support equal employment opportunities for men and women. Gender discrimination, or gender 

segregation, in employment and other parts of life are not accepted (Syed & Buren, 2014). 

However, in Figure 1 below it is clearly shown that support of equal employment in top-rank 

positions has not been successful. There are some differences between countries, but the picture 

is clear that the disproportionally lower representation of women in leadership positions is a 

global phenomenon (Festing et al., 2015). 

 

To be able to understand this phenomenon, gender stereotypes and the perception of gender 

suitability in leadership positions have been studied (Berkery, Tiernan & Morley, 2014). 

Perception is the way an individual interprets something. All people have learned, through 

culture, how to perceive certain expectations and understandings of situations. Culture will also 

influence the perception people have on an ideal leader, and defines the required behavior to be 

perceived as a leader (Thomas & Peterson, 2015). 

 

According to The Hofstede Centre (2016), cultures could be compared based on the level of 

masculinity. A culture that is masculine has a preference for achievement, heroism, and material 

rewards, whereas a feminine culture prefer modesty, caring, and quality of life (The Hofstede 

Centre, 2016). Within masculine societies, business organizations are more likely to promote 

men and have masculine goals, while in feminine societies, men and women are expected to 

have similar roles and business organizations are equally likely to promote women and men 

(Alves, Lovelace, Manz, Matsypura, Toyasaki & Ke, 2006)  
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Figure 1 shows the female share of seats on boards of the largest listed companies. In this case, 

board members refer to all members of the highest decision-making-body in a given company 

(OECD, 2016). 

 

 

   Figure 1: Female/ Male share of seats on boards of the largest listed companies (OECD, 2016) 

 

As can be seen in Figure 1, none of these countries have an equal share between men and 

women in top-rank positions. Excluding women, who constitute half of the world’s population, 

from important decision-making processes is not only an ethical dilemma, but it is also an 

economic issue (Festing et al., 2015). There is inequality between female and male share of top-

rank positions in Western and industrialized societies (OECD, 2016), even though these 

societies have come a long way in the equality-process (Syed & Van Buren, 2014). To examine 

the extent to which culture influences sex role stereotyping, and if this may be a barrier to the 

advancement of women in leadership, two countries were chosen to compare cross-culturally. 

The two countries selected are: The United States and Sweden. As shown in Figure 1, the United 

States has a lower share of females in top-leadership positions, 19 percent, and Sweden has a 

higher share of females in top-leadership positions, 29 percent (OECD, 2016). Furthermore, the 

United States represents a masculine culture, and Sweden represents a feminine culture, 

according to Hofstede (The Hofstede Centre, 2016), and therefore, a comparison between these 

two cultures is of interest. 
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1.3 Overall Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate whether Swedish and American cultural backgrounds 

differ in perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership roles. To be able to answer the overall 

purpose, three research questions are listed below: 

 

RQ1: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive leadership?  

RQ2: How do Swedish and American cultures stereotype women and men? 

RQ3: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive gender in leadership roles?  

 

1.4 Overview of Entire Thesis 

This thesis consists of six chapters, shown in Figure 2 below. The first chapter is the 

Introduction, including the following sections: Background, Problem Discussion, and Overall 

Purpose. The second chapter is a Literature Review. In this chapter, important theories for this 

thesis will be presented in order to help build the framework for this study. Chapter 3 is the 

Methodology chapter, which will include information about how this study was carried through. 

The collected data will be presented using figures and tables in chapter 4. Thereafter, the data 

analysis will be presented in chapter 5, and finally chapter 6 will consist of findings and 

conclusions for this thesis. 

 

 
Figure 2: Thesis Outline 
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2. Literature Review 

In this chapter, several studies regarding the stated research questions are presented. Firstly, 

theories dealing with leadership will be brought up. Secondly, equality obstacles will be 

addressed. Sections about culture will be presented next, followed by sections regarding 

perception, and how studies on perception have been carried through previously. This 

Literature Review Chapter will be tied together in a Conceptual Framework where the most 

important theories for this study will be emphasized.   

2.1 Leadership 

The concept of leadership is one of the world’s oldest puzzles (Bass & Strodgill, 1990), and it 

is very difficult to define in only one way. Some scholars say that there are just as many 

definitions of leadership as there are people who have tried to define it (Bass & Strodgill, 1990; 

Northouse, 2013). The word leadership has developed its meaning from the early 19th century 

when it was defined as an influence and exercising domination. Today, leadership is rather 

defined as “the ability to lead” (Toor & Ofori, 2008). However, due to the complexity of the 

concept there are several more definitions that should be brought up, such as “the focus of the 

group”. Furthermore, leadership could be conceptualized from a personality perspective, 

meaning what traits or characteristics an individual possesses. Leadership could also be defined 

as an act or a behavior; the thing leaders do to get through changes. Some see leadership as a 

power relationship, where leaders have power that they use to effect change in others. Finally, 

some scholars define leadership as a skill perspective. This definition stresses the knowledge 

and skills that make effective leadership possible (Northouse, 2013). 

 

Even though there are many definitions of leadership, there are some components that seem to 

be central, and these say that: 

 Leadership is a process- The process of how a leader affects and is affected by the 

followers in an interactive event. 

 Leadership involves influence- How the leader affects followers. 

 Leadership occurs in groups- One individual influences a group to accomplish common 

objectives. 

 Leadership involves common goals- The leader and the followers have a mutual 

purpose (Northouse, 2013). 

 

Within the area of leadership, formal leaders could be separated from the informal leaders 

(Berggren, 2008). Usually, a formal leader is a person who has been assigned the position 

(Bruzelius & Skärvad, 2011). A formal leader could be a boss, a team leader, or a director 

(Berggren, 2008; Northouse, 2013). Informal leaders, on the other hand, are not officially 

appointed to the position (Berggren, 2008). An informal leader acquires his or her position 

through being able to enthuse and affect the group (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 2011). Both formal 

and informal leaders have the ability to influence the behavior of others (Berggren, 2008; 

Northouse, 2013). However, even without a formal leader the group will always select an 
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informal leader; someone who has the biggest influence on the group, to lead (Bruzelius & 

Skärvad, 2011).  

 

The traits of a leader are something that have been commonly discussed. However, it is not so 

much the traits that will define a leader, it is more how that person utilizes the traits. The major 

defined traits are: intelligence, dominance, sociability, self-monitoring, high energy, self-

confidence, and a tolerance for ambiguity. Furthermore, researchers have shown that the top 

four characteristics that followers want in a leader are: honesty, forward-looking, inspiring, and 

competent (Boseman, 2008).  Research has proven that great leadership is about what the leader 

does, more than who s/he is. Moreover, leaders have the ability to lead because they are 

accepted by their followers, and not only because they are assigned the position (ibid.). Leaders 

are not just what they think they are, but also what their followers perceive them as (Dabke, 

2016). 

2.2 Equality 

Even though many Western governments have regulated laws to help equality (Inglehart & 

Norris, 2005), and many organizations ensure that positions are occupied by the person who is 

most qualified (Syed & Van Buren, 2014), in practice, women are more likely to have low-

wage jobs than men (Inglehart & Norris, 2005). Some highlighted obstacles in the way towards 

equal opportunity are: gender stereotypes, occupational segregation, and the glass ceiling (Syed 

& Van Buren, 2014). 

 

2.2.1 Gender Stereotypes 

Gender stereotypes are shared beliefs about attributes of men and women in general, that 

influence our perceptions of men and women individually. Within leadership-literature, women 

are described as having communal characteristics. If a person has communal characteristics 

s/he is affectionate, helpful, kind, sympathetic, interpersonally sensitive, nurturing, and gentle. 

Men on the other hand is generally described as having agentic characteristics. Agentic 

characteristics are: controlling, confident, aggressive, dominant, forceful, independent, and 

competitive (Berkery et al., 2014). 

 

2.2.2 Occupational Segregation  

Due to the stereotypes, there is a difference in what occupations women and men usually have. 

Women tend to be more involved in occupations such as: retail, hospitality, nursing, midwifery, 

human resources, and teaching. Men on the other hand generally occupy higher status positions 

related to engineering, physics, construction, medicine, law, and finance (Berkery et al., 2014). 

 

The society’s idea of stereotypes builds an important barrier for women to reach higher 

positions in an organization. Due to that, stereotypes may result in the idea that women are less 

capable of taking leadership roles. These stereotypes can even affect women to not identify 

themselves with potential leaders, and thereby undermining their motivation and lower their 

performance (Jonsen, Maznevski & Schneider, 2010). 
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2.2.3 Glass Ceiling 

The invisible barrier preventing women from having elite leadership positions is called the glass 

ceiling (Northouse, 2013). This glass ceiling is in fact different barriers that women encounter 

on their way to higher leadership positions. These barriers could be: education, different 

stereotypes, career patterns that will not allow women to these positions, etc. (Connell, 2009). 

Even in women-dominated occupations, women face the glass ceiling while men ride a glass 

escalator to the top positions (Northouse, 2013). To change this situation and to get rid of the 

glass ceiling, a change in attitudes is needed (Connell, 2009). 

 

The Economist (2016) introduced a glass ceiling index to reveal where in the world women 

have the best chance to be treated equally to men at work. In this index, data of higher education, 

labor-force participation, pay, child-care costs, maternity rights, business-school applications, 

representation in senior jobs, and paternity rights are combined (The Economist, 2016). Figure 

3 shows this index below. 

 

 
Figure 3: The Glass Ceiling Index (The Economist, 2016)  

 

Figure 3 shows the glass ceiling index from one to 100, where 100 is the best possible score for 

equal rights. Even though industrialized societies are moving toward equality between women 

and men at work, there are still some differences between the countries, as can be seen above. 

Sweden has an index score of 79, while the United States has an index score of 55.9 (The 

Economist, 2016). 

2.3 Culture 

Often when the concept of culture is discussed; education, art, food, clothes, and literature are 

the components primarily mentioned. However, the concept of culture includes other 

components as well, which are not as easy to see, such as: core values, showing or not showing 

of feelings, keeping a physical distance, manners, and body language. Culture derives from 

one’s social environment and is learned rather than innate (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 
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2010). Every person has a pattern of thinking, acting, and feeling which has been learned 

throughout lifetime (Hofstede, 1997). Due to these learnt patterns, culture plays an important 

role also in organizations. For example, culture will influence the way employees perform their 

job, what relationship the employees will have with each other, and how the employees will 

show acceptance toward their leader (Ag Budin & Wafa, 2015). 

 

National culture is defined as; the values, beliefs, and assumptions learned in early childhood. 

It distinguishes people in one (geographically-defined) nation from people in another (Li et al., 

2013). Although, it is important to be aware that multiple subcultures exist within national 

borders, and within the same cultural group. However, nations are political entities that do vary 

in their forms of government, legal systems, educational systems, labor, and employment 

relation. Also, most nations are characterized by one or a small number of official languages 

and have relatively similar geographical and ecological conditions, factors that may promote 

cultural homogeneity (Thomas & Peterson, 2015). 

 

2.3.1 The Hofstede Framework 

Several dimensions have been used to study culture (Alves et al., 2006), although, Hofstede’s 

Framework is the one dominating most research and thereby will be the main focus of this 

study. The Hofstede Framework divides national culture into six dimensions: Power Distance, 

Individualism, Masculinity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long Term Orientation, and Indulgence. 

The scale in the framework runs from 0-100 with 50 as a midlevel. If a score is below 50 it is 

considered a low score and if the score is above 50 it is considered a high score on the scale 

(The Hofstede Centre, 2016). Figure 4, below, presents the cultural differences, according to 

Hofstede, between Sweden and the United States.   

 

 

Figure 4: The Hofstede Framework, Sweden and the United States (The Hofstede Centre, 2016)  
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A high score on the Power Distance dimension implies that everyone in the society is unequal, 

and the score presents to what degree a person is able to influence other people’s ideas. Both 

Sweden and the United States has a fairly low score on the Power Distance-scale, 31 and 40, 

which indicate that these societies emphasize equal rights in all aspects of society and 

government. Sweden some more than the United States according to this framework (The 

Hofstede Centre, 2016). 

 

Individualism indicates whether people’s self-image is defined in terms of an “I” or a “We”. 

Both Sweden and the United States score high on the Individualism-scale and do therefore have 

a high preference for a loosely-knit social framework, and individuals are expected to take care 

of themselves and their families. In these cultures, hiring and promotion are supposed to be 

based on merit only (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). 

 

Masculinity is another component in the Hofstede framework, and a high score indicates a 

masculine culture. A masculine culture values assertiveness, toughness, and material and 

economic aspects of life. Meanwhile, a low score indicates a feminine culture that emphasizes 

nurturing, care for others, social relationships, and quality of life. In other words, masculine 

cultures emphasize tasks, whereas feminine cultures focus on relations (Alves et al., 2006; The 

Hofstede Centre, 2016). Sweden scores 5 on this dimension which is a low score on the 

masculinity scale. This indicates that Sweden is a feminine culture. A feminine culture values 

equality, solidarity, and quality in work-life. The United States on the other hand has a high 

score on this dimension, 62, and therefore the United States is a masculine culture. A masculine 

culture is driven by competition, achievement, and success (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). 

Within masculine cultures, business organizations are more likely to promote men and have 

masculine goals, while in feminine cultures, men and women are expected to have similar roles, 

and therefore both women and men are equally likely to be promoted (Alves et al., 2006). 

 

Uncertainty Avoidance is the extent to which cultures focus on the ways to reduce uncertainty 

and create stability. To accept uncertainty means that the society acts without basing its choices 

on known probabilities (Thomas & Peterson, 2015). Both Sweden and the United States score 

below 50, and therefore they have a fair degree of acceptance of new ideas, and innovations are 

not seen as threatening (The Hofstede Centre, 2016).  

 

Long Term Orientation refers to a set of values, thrift, and perseverance (Thomas & Peterson, 

2015). A normative society, that scores low on this dimension as the United States does, views 

societal change with suspicion. Sweden, that scores higher on the scale, encourages modern 

education as a way to prepare for the future (The Hofstede Centre, 2016).  

 

Indulgence is quite different from the other dimensions. Indulgent societies have a relatively 

large proportion of citizens who say that they are very happy, believe that they have control of 

their lives, and think free time is of high importance (Thomas & Peterson, 2015). Both Sweden 

and the United States score high on this dimension and do therefore value impulsive behavior, 

enjoy life, and enjoy to have fun (The Hofstede Centre, 2016).  
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2.4 Gender Perception and Leadership 

Today, many larger companies are predominantly male-led (see Figure 1), and one explanation 

to this could be that there is a lack of cultural fit between female attributes and a male-oriented 

leadership. Many of the larger companies are founded by men, and therefore these firms tend 

to prefer male attributes. To exclude women from important decision-making positions is not 

ethically accepted, and it could lead to economic issues (Festing et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

research has found that the best leadership is reached when shared between women and men 

(Javidan et al., 2016). 

 

Culture seems to affect what leader behavior is accepted and effective in a given society 

(Thomas & Peterson, 2015). There is literature suggesting that people from different cultures 

have different attitudes to which leadership style they prefer (Tallaki & Bracci, 2015). Some 

cultures prefer a leader who gives the employees a lot of responsibility, and some cultures prefer 

to have a leader who disciplines (Hofstede, 1997). Women tend to use a contingent reward 

leadership, while men, on the other hand, scored higher on a laissez-faire leadership (Northouse, 

2013). The latter is a type of leadership that involves avoidance of making decisions and 

absence when needed (Antonakis, Avoliob & Sivasubramaniamc, 2003). However, other 

studies show that there is no significant difference between men’s and women’s leadership 

styles (Hughes et al., 2015; Jonsen et al., 2010). Women and men seem to be equally analytic, 

people oriented, forceful, goal oriented, empathic, and skilled at listening (Hughes et al., 2015).  

 

Perception can be described as the process by which individuals interpret a message received 

from their senses, and by that give meaning to the environment. All people are being socialized 

into particular cultural groups where they learn how to perceive and share certain expectations 

and understandings of situations. Cultural groups learn to attend particular stimuli (Thomas & 

Peterson, 2015). The perceived characteristics of men and women as leaders are consistent 

across cultures, even in the ones that are considered to promote gender egalitarianism. The 

fundamental problem is the fact that most managers, regardless of cultural background, 

consider “good leadership” as being closer to the stereotypical male behavior than the 

stereotypical female behavior (Jonsen et al., 2010). 

 

2.4.1 Schein Descriptive Index 

The Schein Descriptive Index (SDI) has been used by several researchers to test the perception 

of gender stereotypes. The index consists of 92 adjectives, and is used to investigate whether 

male or female characteristics are more associated with leadership traits (Deal & Stevenson, 

1998). Research utilizing the SDI has shown that most of the characteristics required to be a 

successful leader are viewed as attributes held by men in general, rather than by women in 

general. This association between sex role stereotypes and perceptions of necessary leadership 

characteristics could be a factor causing the limited number of women in leadership positions 

(Schein & Mueller, 1992). 
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Over time, the results of this kind of study have changed. The first study was conducted in the 

1970s by Schein, and the results indicated that male characteristics were more connected to 

leadership characteristics. In the 1980s, the study was repeated, and this time the results showed 

some changes in thinking, at least among the female subjects. Male subjects perceived male 

characteristics, and not female characteristics, to be equal to successful leadership traits. Female 

subjects, however, viewed both male and female characteristics as being equal to successful 

leadership traits (Deal & Stevenson, 1998). 

 

Later, in 1989, another study was conducted, and instead of stereotypical men and women in 

general, the differences in perceptions of male managers, female managers, and prototypical 

(non-sex identified) middle managers were studied (Deal & Stevenson, 1998). This study 

illustrated that women in general were viewed somewhat differently than female managers. It 

appeared that female managers had more in common with managers in general than what 

women in general seemed to have. However, this study only included perceptions of male 

subjects (ibid.). 

 

More recent studies have presented that both male and female subjects were found to have the 

same perceptions of prototypical managers as they have of male managers. Although, male 

subjects were again more likely to have negative perceptions of female managers than what the 

female subjects had. Previous studies using the SDI thereby indicate that negative perceptions 

of female leaders are a function of the sex of the manager being evaluated. In other words, 

female subjects did not view female managers negatively, but male subjects continue to have 

negative perceptions of women in manager positions. Furthermore, the male subjects generally 

were less likely to describe female managers as: ambitious‚ authoritative‚ competent‚ direct‚ 

firm‚ intelligent‚ objective‚ sophisticated‚ or well informed, as the female subjects were. The 

male subjects rather described female managers as bitter‚ likely to dawdle and procrastinate‚ 

being deceitful‚ easily influenced‚ frivolous‚ hasty‚ nervous‚ passive‚ quarrelsome‚ reserved‚ 

shy‚ having a strong need for social acceptance‚ timid‚ uncertain‚ and vulgar. This pattern 

strongly indicates that the male subjects in this study thought less of female managers than of 

male managers. Gender stereotypes persist to be negative and detrimental to females in 

positions of power within organizations. True equality will be difficult to achieve as long as 

women in power are perceived negatively by men they encounter (Deal & Stevenson, 1998). 

2.5 Conceptual Framework 

This section will summarize the most important theory from chapter 2, and a connection will 

be made to how this study will continue gathering primary data. The most important theories 

for this study will be emphasized to connect existing theory and models with this study. The 

overall purpose of this framework is to develop a theoretical base that will be used for the data 

collection, performing an analysis, and answer the research questions and the overall purpose.  
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2.5.1 Leadership  

The focus of this study is to investigate if gender differences in leadership positions depend on 

cultural stereotypes. To be able to answer that, a definition of leadership and what a leader does 

is needed. Leadership could be defined as a social process, and an interaction between leaders 

and followers (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 2011). The purpose of leadership is to motivate and guide 

others to achieve common objectives (Bergengren, 2008; Hughes et al., 2015; Lindkvist et al., 

2014). Leaders could be formal; someone who is assigned the position, or informal; someone 

who is not assigned a position (Berggren, 2008; Northouse, 2013). Furthermore, the traits a 

leader possesses is something that is commonly discussed. Some of the traits that define a good 

leader are: intelligent, social, self-confident (Boseman, 2008), understanding, creative, and 

curious (Schein, 1973). 

 

2.5.2 Schein Descriptive Index  

To be able to see if there is a difference in perception of male and female leaders, some gender 

stereotypes were used. Many different researchers have used the SDI to determine whether 

leadership characteristics are more associated with male or female attributes. This index 

consists originally of 92 adjectives (Deal & Stevenson, 1998), but for this study, 24 of them 

were used and will be presented in Table 1 below. Why these adjectives were chosen will be 

explained in the Methodology chapter, in section 3.4 Data Collection. 
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Table 1: SDI Adjectives  

Adjectives 

Aggressive 

Analytical ability 

Ambitious 

Authoritative 

Competent 

Competitive 

Creative 

Curious 

Direct 

Forceful 

Generous 

Grateful 

Helpful 

Independent 

Industrious 

Intelligent 

Kind 

Logical 

Objective 

Self-Confident 

Skilled in business matters 

Sociable 

Sympathetic 

Understanding 

Source: Adapted from Deal & Stevenson, 1998, 294-297 

 

2.5. Culture  

This study will make a cross-cultural comparison to see if there is a difference in perceptions 

pertaining to gender in leadership roles. The two cultures chosen for this study are Sweden and 

the United States. National culture derives from one’s social environment and is something that 

is learnt from early childhood (Li et al., 2013). One commonly used tool to study national 

cultures is the Hofstede Framework. This framework will be used in this study as well, to 

compare the two cultures on certain dimensions. In Figure 5 below the six dimensions of the 

Hofstede Framework is showed, and three of the dimensions are highlighted in red. The three 

highlighted ones will be of focus for this study.  
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Figure 5: The Hofstede Framework: Power Distance, Individualism and Masculinity (The Hofstede 

Centre, 2016)  

 

The focus of this study will be on Power Distance, Individualism, and Masculinity due to that 

these three dimensions are most important in order to answer the research questions. A low 

score on the Power Distance-scale, under 50, implies that the cultures emphasize equality. A 

high score on the Individualism-scale, above 50, implies that the cultures value to hire and 

promote based on merit only (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). Finally, a high score on the 

Masculinity-scale implies that the culture values assertiveness and toughness. On the other 

hand, a low score on the Masculinity-scale implies that emphasis is on nurturing, care for others 

and social relationships (Alves et al., 2006; the Hofstede Centre, 2016). 
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter, research strategy and methods used for this thesis are discussed and reviewed. 

Different methodological perspectives are discussed and presented in order to increase the 

reliability and validity of this study. All methodical choices are done in purpose to gain a deeper 

insight in the area of interest, to be able to answer the stated research questions. 

3.1 Research Purpose 

Methodology concerns the practical way of investigating a social reality to help describe, 

understand, and explain the world we live in (Bengtsson et al., 1998). For this thesis, several 

methodical choices have been made to find a way of answering the thesis’ overall purpose. The 

research purpose is determined by how the research questions are formed. Either they are stated 

explanatory, descriptive, or exploratory (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). For this study, 

an exploratory study was best suited in order to examine the area of interest for minor 

differences, and due to the research questions starting with “How”. Exploratory research is 

useful when the aim is to seek new insights, ask questions, or assess phenomena. Furthermore, 

exploratory research has an advantage in its flexibility and adaption to change. It enables the 

study to change direction if new data or new insights appear, something that may happen when 

the data collecting is being done through interviews (ibid.). 

 

There are three ways of conducting an exploratory study, a search of the literature, interviewing 

experts in the area, or conducting focus group interviews (Saunders et al., 2009). This study has 

mainly focused on individual interviews with people from the two different cultures to receive 

their perceptions in the field of interest. To participate, the interviewees had to fulfil certain 

criteria that are further explained in section 3.4.1 Sample Selection.  

3.2 Research Approach 

There are two research approaches to use when addressing a scientific problem: deduction or 

induction. They both describe different ways of handling and connecting existing theory to new 

collected data. Further, it is necessary to decide whether to use qualitative or quantitative 

methods for the data collection process (Saunders et al., 2009). The following section will 

provide a further description of what alternatives there are, and also present what choices have 

been made for this study. 

 

3.2.1 Deductive or Inductive 

When studying a research problem, there are two different approaches to choose from: inductive 

or a deductive. Inductive research starts by collecting the data and thereafter, theory is 

developed as a result of the data analysis. A study of deductive character starts by using theory 

and thereafter a hypothesis is developed. After developing a hypothesis, a research strategy is 

designed to test it (Saunders et al., 2009). 
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For this study, a deductive research approach has been used and the data collection derived 

from previous research. Research questions have been stated after analyzing existing theories 

and models, and thereafter tested in order to examine reality. A conceptual framework, based 

on previous theory was developed and utilized when collecting and analyzing the collected data. 

The interview guide was developed through the conceptual framework, and was used to answer 

the research questions. The adjectives used in the structured observations also derived from 

previous theory and have been used earlier by researchers utilizing the Schein Descriptive 

Index. The purpose of this thesis was to gain a deeper insight in the field of interest, and to see 

if the primary data was consistent with previous research. 

 

3.2.2 Qualitative or Quantitative Data Collection 

Both quantitative and qualitative research are widely used in business and management 

research. One way to distinguish between them is the focus on numeric and non-numeric data. 

The quantitative method is predominantly used for data collection that generates or uses 

numerical data, while qualitative method uses or generates non-numerical data (Saunders et al., 

2009). Qualitative methods focus on studying phenomena in their natural settings, and 

thereafter make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 

them. These methods aim to focus more on the presence or absence of a particular quality, 

rather than the amount of it (Bengtsson et al., 1998). 

 

The three main methods of data collection in qualitative research are: interview, observation, 

and document analysis. These methods are chosen before others because of their possibility and 

acceptance of being flexible (Bengtsson et al., 1998). The methodology strategy of this study 

has been to focus on individual, in-depth, interviews to capture the perspectives of individuals 

from two different cultures. Interviews have the advantage in providing an opportunity to see 

and understand the world from the interviewees' point of view (ibid.). The purpose with the 

individual interviews was to gain a deeper insight into how people from Sweden and the United 

States perceived a good leader, how they stereotyped men and women, and how they perceived 

gender in leadership roles. 

 

A quantitative data collection method was used as a complement to the interviews in order to 

understand the interviewees better, and to receive more valid results. This method was a form 

of structured observations, and was utilized in the beginning and in the end of each interview. 

In structured observations all questions and answers are standardized, and the alternatives of 

answers to choose from are set in advance (Holme & Solvang, 1997). Therefore, this part of the 

study did not give any room for the interviewees to express their own thoughts, rather they had 

to decide on one of the answers. All interviewees had to follow a standardized list of 24 

adjectives, in purpose to make the data collection more structured. This list and how the 24 

adjectives were chosen are further explained in section 3.4 Data Collection.  
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3.3 Research Strategy 

A research strategy aims to find a way to answer the research questions. What strategy to use 

depends on how the research questions are presented, the extent of existing knowledge, the 

amount of time, and other available resources (Saunders et al., 2009). There are five major 

methods to use: experiment, survey, archival analysis, histories, and case study (Yin, 2014). 

This study has focused on case study due to that the research strategy was an empirical 

investigation of a particularly contemporary phenomena (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

3.3.1 Case Study 

Case studies are often used in exploratory research (Saunders et al., 2009), and have an 

advantage in maintaining a chain of evidence which protects from threats to validity (Yin, 

2014). For this study, one single case study was carried out with the purpose to gain a deeper 

insight into the field of interest. The aim of this study was never to generalize, and multiple 

case studies were therefore excluded as an option (Saunders et al., 2009). Mixing different 

methods in one single case study is called mixed methods research, and is usable as long as 

both methods share the same research questions. It is common that research done through case 

studies triangulate multiple sources of evidence to study one phenomenon (Yin, 2014). 

Triangulation refers to the use of different data collection techniques within one study, and by 

using triangulation, researchers ensure that the data is telling them what they think it is 

(Saunders et al., 2009). This study could be described as a mixed method research, characterized 

by triangulation due to the combination of qualitative interviews and quantitative structured 

observation. Although, more than two methods are needed to be able to argue for the 

methodology choice as a clear triangulation. However, using two data collection methods 

provided the advantage to view the same research questions from two different perspectives. 

Using two sources contributed richness to the area of interest, and also strengthen the validity 

of this study compared to what a single method would have done (Saunders et al., 2009; Starrin, 

Larsson, Dahlgren & Styrborn, 1991). 

3.4 Data Collection 

When the research strategy was decided upon, the next step was to gather the empirical data. 

Data collection can be divided into two categories; primary and secondary data. Secondary data 

has been collected through previous research, while primary data is new data collected by the 

current researchers (Saunders et al., 2009). For this thesis, secondary data has been collected 

through journal articles and other literature. Primary data has been collected to answer the stated 

research questions and to gain a deeper insight into the existing theory and models. The majority 

of the primary data has been collected through interviews with people from the chosen cultures.  

  

An interview can be defined as a guided conversation with the main purpose to obtain certain 

information (Saunders et al. 2009). There were several interview techniques to choose from, 

but here, focus has been on semi-structured interviews to allow appearance of unexpected 

answers, but still stay focused on the area on interest (Merriam, 2009). Semi-structured 
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interviews mean that there is a basic theme through the interviews, although the questions could 

vary depending on the given answers (Saunders et al., 2009). This enabled additional questions 

to unexpected answers (Merriam, 2009). The questions were predetermined in an interview 

guide and included a mix of more and less structured questions (see Appendix A and B) 

(Merriam, 2009). All interviews were conducted face-to-face in Luleå. 

 

To make sure that the interview questions were “good questions”, not confusing, and that the 

right answers would be given, two pilot interviews were carried through. These interviews were 

done through individual meetings with two test persons. The first person was interviewed in 

Swedish, and the second person was interviewed in English. These pilot studies were important 

to the study, to make sure that the questions were understood and that the time limits were held. 

Furthermore, the pilot studies provided a stronger validity of the study (Merriam, 2009). Not 

until the questions were tested, the data collection could start. Important to think about when 

conducting interviews is mainly to make sure that the interviewee understands the questions 

(Merriam, 2009). Therefore, the Swedish students were interviewed in Swedish and the 

American students were interviewed in English. Interviewing all participants in their mother 

tongue most likely gave a more reliable result due to that the interviewees could express 

themselves more openly. 

 

As a complement to the questions, a list of adjectives was used in the beginning and in the end 

of each interview. This list consisted of 24 adjectives describing attributes of a good leader, and 

the method could be defined as a structured observation due to the standardized answers. The 

24 adjectives were taken from previous theory, and derived from the 92 adjectives used in the 

Schein Descriptive Index (SDI). The entire index has been used by many researchers before, 

but in large quantitative research (Deal & Stevenson, 1998). Due to that this study is focusing 

on minor differences between the two cultures, and mainly consists of qualitative data, all 92 

adjectives were impossible to use. Thereby, to be on the list the adjectives had to fulfil certain 

criteria: all items needed to have a positive or a neutral meaning in purpose to describe a good 

leader, and thereby, all the negative traits were sorted out. Furthermore, adjectives that were 

synonyms were sorted out. Moreover, the adjectives on the lists were matched to the traits that 

describe male and female stereotypes in chapter 2 to receive a more reliable answer. 

 

In the beginning of each interview, all interviewees received the same definition of leadership 

as: “a social process, and an interaction between a leader and his/her followers, with the purpose 

to motivate and guide others to achieve common objectives” (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 2011; 

Bergengren, 2008; Hughes et al., 2015; Lindkvist et al., 2014). This was important not to 

confuse anyone when questions about leadership were asked. Thereafter, the interviewees were 

asked to rank the 24 adjectives on the list from the most important to the least important trait 

for a leader to hold. Then, interview questions connected to the research questions were asked, 

starting with questions about leaders in general, questions on stereotypes, and at last, what 

perceptions they had of male and female leaders. At the end of the interviews, the same list of 

adjectives was given to the interviewees, and this time the participants were to decide whether 

each adjective was more connected to a male or a female.  
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Doing a structured observation as a complement to the interviews, was of great value to gain a 

deeper insight in what perceptions the participants really had. Especially since the face-to-face 

interviews concerning gender and stereotypes seemed to make some of the interviewees 

uncomfortable, especially the ones from the United States. To make sure that the questions 

about stereotypes and gender did not offend anyone from the American culture, an American 

friend was asked for advice. According to him, gender equality is a highly mentioned topic all 

around the United States, and that it would not be a problem to discuss it. Even though, some 

of the students seemed concerned with how to answer “correctly”. This was somewhat expected 

because it is a sensitive subject in Western society today.  

 

3.4.1 Sample Selection 

There are two ways of choosing the sample for a study; probability or non-probability sampling 

(Saunders et al., 2009). The most frequently used sample selection method in qualitative 

research is non-probability sample. This is also the one that has been used in this study due to 

the purpose of gaining a deeper knowledge, and not generalizing (Merriam, 2009). A non-

probability sampling provides a range of alternative techniques to select samples based on the 

researchers’ subjective judgement (Saunders et al., 2009). 

  

The strategy used to choose the sample for this study is mainly purposive sampling. This means 

that the population is selected based on who will best answer the research questions (Saunders 

et al., 2009). The Swedish participants are peers at the university and were picked based on how 

they were seen as interviewees, measured by their potential to provide detailed answers in an 

interview. Furthermore, the American participants were selected through snowball sampling 

(ibid.). This was due to difficulties of identifying exchange students from the United States. To 

get in contact with American students at Luleå University of Technology (LTU), help was 

received from the International Office at the university. An American male was contacted, and 

he was able to find three other participants from the United States that volunteered to be a part 

of the study as well.  

 

All the interviewees were students at LTU, in the age range of 20 to 30. By choosing a sample 

in the same age range, generational factors did not have to be taken into consideration when 

analyzing the data. It was also important to interview both men and women in this study, to 

better represent the different cultures. Thereby, two males and two females were interviewed 

from each country. The reasons to why university students were chosen as participants were 

partly because of the advantage of using people in the same age range, active in the same 

environment, but also due to the fact that it facilitated the access to international participants 

for this study. The fact that all interviewees had an educational background could also have 

affected how they perceived things. All these criteria of the interviewees strengthened the study, 

even if it is important to remember that it is not possible to connect eight individuals’ sayings 

to two entire cultures. Thereby, the aim again is not to generalize but to gain deeper insight. 

 

It was important that the Swedish participants could represent the Swedish culture, and that the 

American participants could represent the American culture. Therefore, the Swedish 
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interviewees all have been Swedish citizens for a long period of time, and the American 

exchange students have been in Sweden for a short period of time. All the American 

interviewees had been in Sweden for less than three months, and were therefore able to give 

reliable answers regarding their culture.  

3.5 Data Analysis 

At this state, all empirical data had been gathered and the next step was to analyze what 

perceptions the American and the Swedish students had on leadership, stereotypes, and gender 

in leadership roles. To facilitate the data analysis process, all interviews had been audio-

recorded at the time they were done. The interviews were also transcribed into written text. By 

doing this, the ability to analyze what the subjects said, and also how they have said it, were 

made possible (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

After transcribing every word into written text, the text was searched for patterns and themes 

within the received answers (Yin, 2014). Main components and themes needed to be identified 

to enable the discovery of differences or similarities between the two cultures. To find these 

themes, the data were categorized in the same way as in the conceptual framework previously. 

This method is called pattern matching, and reflect the way a pattern already is predicted to be 

found before the data collection is done. This prediction took form in previous studies and 

theory (Saunders et al., 2009). The three main themes that were developed for this thesis were; 

leadership, stereotypes, and genders in leadership roles. Thereafter, these themes were 

categorized into American and Swedish answers to find out what relationship there was 

between perceptions of leaders and genders in these cultures. Furthermore, the list of adjectives 

was important to compare the answers with when analyzing the data. 

3.6 Ethical Aspects 

When doing interviews with human “subjects” it is important to be aware of the ethical aspects. 

Before the data collection was done, the interviewees had to be protected. The arrangements 

for protection included anonymity for all interviewees, and the right to interrupt the interview 

if, whenever, they felt uncomfortable. The subjects were assured that their answers would be 

completely confidential. They also had the opportunity to read the transcription of what they 

said before it got published. All participants volunteered and by using two women and two men 

from each culture, no one felt unfairly included or excluded from the group (Yin, 2014). 
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3.7 Validity and Reliability 

Validity and reliability are important components when doing research, to reduce the risk that 

is encountered in all methodology problems. This section aims to explain the two concepts and 

how they have been used to perceive a more reliable thesis (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

3.7.1 Validity 

Validity is concerned with whether the findings are really about what they appear to be about, 

and if the relationship between two variables are a causal relationship (Saunders et al., 2009). 

To ensure this, it is of great importance that the right methods are used for the investigation. 

For this thesis, all methods have been chosen due to how they suited with the research questions 

and overall purpose. Through semi-structured interviews the students were able to talk openly 

about the field of interest and share their own values and perceptions. This made it possible to 

see the questions from the interviewees’ point of view. To avoid uncertainness of what was 

meant by leader, all students got the same definition before the interview started. Furthermore, 

all questions were asked and answered in the participants’ mother tongue which made them 

more comfortable to express themselves. What could have affected the validity negatively, is 

the fact that the interviews were done in two different languages. Both authors are Swedish, 

and therefore it could have been mistakes when the questions, and the answers, were translated 

and interpret. 

 

To use structured observation as a complement to the interviews, further strengthened the 

validity of this study due to that primary data derived from multiple sources. This time, the 

answers were firm and all interviewees got exactly the same questions and answers to choose 

from, a standardization that simplified the comparison in the analysis. By using a structured 

observation, answers about male and female stereotypes were more comfortable to answer 

though the participants did not have to express their opinions face-to-face. Both secondary and 

primary data have been used for this study, and the questions in both methods were founded in 

previous theory and had been studied before, which also prove their relevance. 

 

3.7.2 Reliability 

Reliability refers to the extent to which the data collection techniques or analysis procedures 

will yield consistent findings (Saunders et al., 2009). If the reliability is strong, a researcher 

should be able to replicate the same procedures used by an earlier researcher, and get to the 

same findings and conclusions (Yin, 2014). For this study, individual semi-structured 

interviews have been used, and the possibility to get the exact same answers when doing the 

interviews again are nearby impossible. Even if the same researchers interviewed the same 

people again, the answers would most likely differ, depending on the new circumstances, the 

environment, the way the questions were asked, and much more. The fact that both researchers 

were women in this case, may also be reflected in the received answers, especially to the 

questions about gender stereotypes. However, some of the questions would probably have 

received angled answers anyhow, even with a man as author.  
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What strengthens the reliability was that all participants had to fulfil certain criteria. All 

participants had to be students at the same university, they were all between 20-30 years old, 

and thereby, the analysis of the data did not have to take those aspects into consideration. The 

sample population consisted of two men and two women from each country, and the same 

questions were asked to all of them. The interviews were held in separate rooms in the 

university area so that all students were familiar with the chosen area. Coffee was offered, and 

all interviews started with a little bit of small talk. The interviewees had to feel comfortable and 

relaxed during the interviews to be able to answer openly and honestly to all questions. When 

the interviewees looked uncomfortable with a question, which happened sometimes, especially 

when asking about stereotypes, other questions related to the original question were asked to 

find another way to receive an honest answer. 

 

The interviews were semi-structured due to the willingness of capturing the reality of the 

interviewees, based on what answers they gave. The purpose with all questions were to receive 

open answers. But despite all the effort of trying to strengthen the reliability of this study, other 

answers most likely will be received if the study is repeated. That is a risk when choosing this 

method. To be able to receive a more reliable result, a quantitative method should have been 

used, and the sample would then have needed to be much larger. Although, the overall purpose 

would have been another. This method provided the answers needed to gain a deeper insight in 

the field of interest, and there were patterns to find within the collected data. The aim of this 

study was to gain a deeper insight in the area of cultural differences in perceptions of gender in 

leadership roles between the United States and Sweden, not to generalize. 

3.8 Summary of Methodology 

In Figure 6 below, an overview of the used methodology for this thesis is presented. The white 

boxes represent the choices that have been made, and the grey represent the ways that were not 

taken. 
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Figure 6: Methodology summary 
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4. Empirical data 

This chapter will present the primary data collected for this study in order to answer the stated 

research questions. The aim of this study was to investigate whether Swedish and American 

cultural backgrounds differ in perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership roles. To be able 

to begin to answer this, three research questions were stated:  

 

RQ1: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive leadership?  

RQ2: How do Swedish and American cultures stereotype women and men? 

RQ3: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive gender in leadership roles?  

 

The chapter of the results has been divided into four different subsections, and they will treat 

the different research questions, and the overall purpose. The results are presented in tables 

and figures for clarity and to give an overall picture.  

4.1 Leadership 

The questions related to leadership and leadership styles are presented, together with the 

American and Swedish answers, in Table 2 below. The left column of the table contains the 

questions and the two columns to the right contain the interviewees’ answers.  

 

Table 2: American and Swedish answers: leadership   

Questions 

Leadership 

Summary of American Answers Summary of Swedish Answers  

Describe what 

you think is a 

good leader. 

A good leader is described as 

someone who has the focus on the 

team. It is important that the leader 

evaluates, encourages, and pushes 

the team. The leader should be 

smart, and be able to listen. It is 

important that the leader respects the 

team at work, and outside of work, 

and realize that the employees have 

a life outside of the workplace. 

Moreover, it is important that the 

leader considers what the employees 

think, but s/he does not have to make 

everyone happy with the decisions 

made as long as the decisions 

benefits the team as a whole.    

A good leader is a person who is a good 

listener, and is open, both personally and 

towards input from the group. A good 

leader is someone who includes the 

group in decision-making, and is 

analytical of what the group has to say 

and makes a decision from that. The 

leader should be clear, show empathy, 

and be nice. To gain respect the Swedish 

interviewees want an authoritarian 

leader. Furthermore, it is important that 

the leader have the right competence. 

Describe what 

you think is a 

bad leader. 

A bad leader is too forceful and 

orders people around. However, a 

bad leader is also somebody that 

A bad leader according to the Swedish 

interviewees is a person who is 

aggressive, unfair, selfish, self-centered, 
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does not take the employees’ 

abilities into account and just let 

them do what they want. A bad 

leader is complaisant, and is 

difficult to talk to, according to the 

Americans. 

and someone who does not listen. A bad 

leader is someone who do not share the 

goals and visions with the group.  

What type of 

leadership 

style would 

you prefer? 

The American respondents 

answered that it is important that the 

team is included in the decision-

making process. However, the 

leader should have the final say in 

decisions.  

The Swedish respondents agreed on that 

the preferred leadership style is when the 

group is involved in the decision-making 

process. Employees should be given a 

responsibility-area and the leader should 

guide the group towards a common goal, 

not decide for the group.  

Imagine a 

leader that 

have inspired 

you, describe 

that person. 

The importance of being pushed was 

brought up. Furthermore, a leader 

who gave the interviewee time off 

and was easy to talk to was 

described. Another interviewee 

talked about the presidents and 

described their characteristics as: 

well-spoken, tough decision-maker, 

unpopular by some, and able to owe 

up to mistakes that were made. 

Leaders that have inspired the Swedish 

interviewees are teachers, a mentor when 

starting school, and a colleague who 

became a leader. What these leaders all 

have in common is that they include the 

group, and the leader is more a part of the 

group rather than a leader of the group. 

The leaders are described as competent 

within their field, experienced, funny, 

encouraging, attentive, and that 

followers respected and listened to them.  

4.2 Stereotypes  

The questions related to stereotypes are presented in Table 3, together with the Swedish and the 

American answers. The left column of the table contains the questions and the two columns to 

the right contain the interviewees’ answers.   

 

Table 3: American and Swedish answers: stereotypes 

Interview 

Questions  

Summary of American Answers Summary of Swedish Answers 

Describe a 

stereotypical 

woman. 

A stereotypical woman is warm, kind, 

and sociable. Furthermore, the 

stereotypical woman is more creative 

than a man is, and care more about 

how she looks. Women are also 

stereotyped as more emotional, 

almost to the level of unstable. A 

woman is the one who will quit her 

Women notice more details and have 

better control over what needs to be 

done. Women are creative and more 

analytic than men. Women tend to be 

more easily stressed and care more about 

what other people think of them, 

therefore women tend to be less 

independent. Women usually put a lot of 

pressure on themselves. Furthermore, 
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job to take care of, and raise her 

children.  

women are more careful when asking for 

higher wage.  

Describe a 

stereotypical 

man. 

A stereotypical man is described as 

aggressive when making decisions. 

Not as emotional, and not as 

considerate as women are. A man is 

stereotyped as either a rugged 

outdoorsy male, almost like a 

cowboy, or as a formal business man 

who graduated from college. A man 

cannot multitask, but he is a hard-

worker. Is not accepted for a man to 

make less money than his wife. 

Men are stereotyped as: not as aware of 

details, careless, and determined. Men 

demand what they think they are worth, 

wage-wise. The attitude men have to life 

is: “everything will be alright”. One of 

the interviewees said that men can be 

categorized into two categories, one that 

is more formal and goes to the university, 

and the other is rough, handy, enjoys 

sports, and focuses more on family. 

Do you think 

these 

stereotypes 

look 

differently 

between 

different 

cultures? 

 

 

 

All of the American respondents 

agreed on that there are cultural 

differences in how people stereotype 

women and men. Some examples 

brought up were: in some cultures, 

women are viewed as less important 

than men, while in other cultures 

women are valued higher than men.  

All interviewees agreed on that there is a 

difference between cultures. In Sweden, 

women are almost equal to men, while in 

other cultures women are not allowed to 

work, and women are not allowed into 

different parts of society where men are 

allowed. The Swedish interviewees have 

the picture of other cultures being more 

conservative in the way that they view 

women.  

Have you 

noticed any 

differences in 

equality 

between 

Sweden and 

the US? 

Half of the interviewees think there is 

a difference while the other half did 

not really notice a difference. One 

interviewee talks about the glass 

ceiling in the United States as an 

issue. Another interviewee talks 

about maternity leave regulations in 

the United States and compares it to 

Sweden and states that there is a 

difference that probably influences 

women’s career opportunities in the 

United States. 

 

 

  



28 
 

4.3 Gender and Leadership   

The questions related to gender, leadership and perceptions of gender in leadership roles will 

be presented in Table 4 below. The questions are presented together with the answers that the 

American and the Swedish interviewees gave. The left column of the table contains the 

questions and the two columns to the right contain the interviewees’ answers.  

 

Table 4: American and Swedish answers: Gender and Leadership 

Interview 

Questions 

Summary of American Answers Summary of Swedish Answers  

Describe a 

typical male 

leader. 

 

 

A typical male leader is self-confident, 

well-spoken, dedicated, stubborn, and 

ambitious. The typical male leader is a 

person who is goal oriented and push 

through to reach goals.  

A typical male leader is an 

authoritarian person, he has a lot of 

experience, and is engaged in his job. 

A male leader is also described as a 

person who is a bit more laid back, 

has a louder voice, and is avoiding to 

deal with problems at the workplace. 

Describe a 

typical female 

leader. 

A typical female leader could be 

described in two ways. Firstly, as a 

person who asks other people for their 

opinion and is a bit too worried about 

what other people think of her. She is 

understanding and compassionate. 

Secondly, as a person who acts like it is 

“my way or the highway”. She is direct, 

strict, and do not listen to the team as 

much. 

A female leader could be described as 

warm, creative, a good listener, and 

good at solving different problems. 

However, one of the Swedish 

interviewees said that female leaders 

often tries to copy male behavior, and 

when succeeded, the female leader 

will become more of an authoritarian 

leader, such as male leaders.  

Do you think 

that people 

would rather 

hire someone 

from the same 

sex? 

Three out of four talked about the top 

leadership positions as an “all boys’ 

club”, and they talked about that men 

are more likely to hire other men. 

However, one of the interviewees said 

that people, both men and women, hire 

women for the sake of diversity. 

On this question some different 

answers were given. Two of the 

interviewees said that men and 

women would rather hire the opposite 

sex, and that it depends on the 

situation. The other two answered that 

men are more likely to hire men.   

Do you think 

women/men 

have different 

advantages 

when becoming 

a successful 

leader? 

Men have an advantage when 

becoming a successful leader due to the 

“all boys’ club”. One interviewee said 

that otherwise there is no difference 

between men’s and women’s 

characteristic advantage. Another 

interviewee said that there is a 

disadvantage for a female leader in 

every situation. 

The majority of the Swedish 

interviewees said that women have an 

advantage. Since there is a trend 

towards hiring more female leaders. 

Another advantage that women have, 

is that they have more analytical 

abilities and would therefore become 

a better leader. However, because 

women often care too much about 
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what other people think, and that men 

do not, gives men the advantage when 

becoming a successful leader. 

Do you think 

men and women 

experience their 

own abilities 

differently? 

The respondents answered that women 

question their abilities more, especially 

leadership abilities, since she has been 

told no many times and therefore needs 

to prove herself. Men on the other hand 

are more relaxed and confident. 

Men and women tend to view their 

abilities differently, according to the 

Swedish respondents. Women are 

more insecure about their abilities and 

fight harder to prove themselves 

while men tend to be more confident 

about their abilities. 

 

4.5 Schein Descriptive Index  

The results of the adjective lists will be presented in this section. What adjectives that were 

included in the list is presented in the previous section 2.5.2 Conceptual Framework. These lists 

were included in the interviews to be able to see if there is a difference in perceptions of male 

and female leaders between the two cultures (Deal & Stevenson, 1998). Figure 7 and Figure 8 

will present these results, where all 24 adjectives have been chosen by the interviewees to be 

either male or female attributes. Firstly, the American result will be presented in Figure 7 below.   

 

 
Figure 7: American SDI answers 

 

The American interviewees answered that 52 percent of the leadership adjectives were male 

characteristic and 48 percent of the leadership adjectives were female characteristics. To 

contrast these results, Figure 8 will present the Swedish answers below.  

 

48%52%

United States

Female

Male
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Figure 8: Swedish SDI answers 

 

The Swedish interviewees answered that 54 percent of the adjectives were female 

characteristics and 46 percent of the adjectives were male characteristics.  

  

54%
46%

Sweden

Female

Male
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5. Data Analysis 

In this section, the collected data will be analyzed and connected to theory and the secondary 

data in the conceptual framework. The primary data has been collected through interviews, 

and by structured observations. This analysis will lead to answering the research questions, 

and the overall purpose for this study. Firstly, an analysis of RQ1 will be provided in a section 

called Leadership, followed by a section called Stereotypes as an analysis of RQ2. Lastly, a 

section called Gender and Leadership connected to RQ3 will be provided to answer the overall 

purpose of this thesis: to investigate whether Swedish and American cultural backgrounds 

differ in perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership roles.  

5.1 Leadership   

RQ1: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive leadership? 

 

To answer the first research question, questions concerning leadership in general were asked to 

the American and the Swedish interviewees. First, they all had to list leadership adjectives from 

the most important to the least important trait for a leader to hold through a structured 

observation. Thereafter, the interviewees were asked to describe their perceptions of a good 

leader, to get another perspective of what leader traits they preferred. 

 

According to Thomas and Peterson (2015), culture do influence what perception people have 

of an ideal leader, and defines the behavior required to be perceived as a leader. The American 

interviewees wanted someone to take the leader role and someone to close the decision making 

process. The interviewees said that it is important that a leader takes followers’ opinions into 

account, but still the leader is the one who makes the final decisions. According to Hofstede 

(2016), the United States has 40 on the Power Distance scale which indicates that Americans 

value equality and want to be able to influence other people, the leader in this case.  

 

The Swedish interviewees, on the other hand, described a leader almost as a group-member. 

The leader should deserve the followers’ attention through competence for example, and the 

focus of a leadership should be on making everyone feel comfortable with the decisions made. 

These statements could be described by the lower Power Distance score that Sweden has, 

landing on 31 (The Hofstede Centre, 2016), and that the Swedish interviewees want to be able 

to influence the leader’s ideas and decisions. 

 

When answering questions about bad leadership, the American students described professional 

traits, while the Swedish students described more of personal attributes. This could be an effect 

of the Swedish perceptions of the leader as one in the group, compared to the American view 

of the leader as someone who makes tough decisions. Literature suggests that people from 

different cultures have different attitudes toward what type of leadership is preferred (Tallaki 

& Bracci, 2015), which could explain the differences between the American and Swedish 

students’ perceptions. The American students described a bad leader as someone who do not 
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see each person’s abilities and use them in the most efficient way. Additionally, they claimed 

that a bad leader is someone who is forceful and does not listen to others. The Swedish students 

described a bad leader as aggressive, unfair, selfish, and self-centered. Furthermore, a bad 

leader is someone who has other visions than the group, and do not take others’ opinions into 

consideration. The Swedish students described aggressive as a negative trait for a leader to hold. 

This was an interesting discovery due to previous theory saying the opposite. For example, 

Claus et al. (2013) describe all attributes connected to men, such as aggressive and decisive, 

highly correlated with the traits of an efficient leader. Thereby, theory here is not consistent to 

the Swedish students’ answers. Furthermore, aggressive was one of the 24 adjectives that the 

interviewees were asked to list at the beginning of each interview, and even here, six out of 

eight participants listed aggressive as the least important trait for a leader to hold. 

 

To be able to provide a deeper insight in the interviewees’ perceptions of what good leadership 

is, they were asked to describe a leader that they have been inspired by. The American students 

brought up the importance of being pushed to do their best, and talked about the importance 

that the leader listens and is easy to talk to. Some of the American students also mentioned 

presidents, and explained their traits as: well-spoken, tough in decision-making even though 

people may dislike it, and hold the ability to owe up for made mistakes. Meanwhile, the Swedish 

students described leaders who include the whole group, are competent and experienced. This 

also proves, as mentioned before, that the American students value a leader who takes the leader 

role and makes difficult decisions despite possible consequences, while the Swedish students 

rather describe a leader as someone who needs to be competent and respected by the group to 

be accepted. Berggren (2008) and Northouse (2013) both discussed leadership as formal, 

assigned, and informal, emergent. The American students seem to perceive a leader as formal, 

someone who is designated to his or her position and thereby get the right to lead. The Swedish 

students rather seem to perceive leadership as informal, someone who is not officially appointed 

to the leader position, but get the opportunity to lead due to his or her ability to inspire.  

 

According to Alves et al. (2006) and Hofstede (2016), feminine cultures value relations and 

masculine cultures emphasize tasks. Sweden has 5 on the masculinity scale, which makes 

Sweden a feminine culture and the United States has 62 on the scale, which makes them a 

masculine culture (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). This could be an explanation to why the 

Swedish interviewees described leaders as someone who is a part of the group and someone 

who makes sure that everyone feels comfortable with decisions made, and that the American 

interviewees described a good leader as someone who pushes the followers and is tough in 

decisions-making-processes.  
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5.2 Stereotypes  

RQ2: How do Swedish and American cultures stereotype women and men? 

 

Women are generally stereotyped to have communal characteristics, such as: affectionate, 

helpful, kind, sympathetic, nurturing, and gentle (Berkery et al., 2014). The American students 

described a stereotypical woman as warm, kind, emotional, and sociable, where three out of 

four most certainly connect to what the stereotypes say. Both the American and the Swedish 

students described women to be more creative than men, and the Swedes mentioned women to 

be more into details and more analytic. Something that all Swedish participants brought up, but 

none of the American, is that women seem to be more stressed than men and usually put more 

pressure on themselves. They also described Swedish women as less independent and more 

concerned about what others think of them.  

 

While talking about stereotypes and equality, maternity leave in the United States came up 

among the American students. Since they have lived in Sweden for a few months they had 

noticed a difference. According to them, the maternity leave system is not working well in the 

United States, and women sometimes have to quit their jobs when having a baby. Additionally, 

fathers do not have the option to parental leave at all, and if he wants to stay at home, he has to 

quit his job or take out vacation days. This is a great difference to the Swedish parental leave 

where both parents have the opportunity to take time off to be with their newly born. Even 

though the American interviewees talked about this difference, they did not really seem to see 

it as an option for the father to stay at home. If both parents had demanding jobs, they would 

rather hire a nanny than to have the father stay at home. Furthermore, two of the interviewees 

mentioned how their mothers chose to stay at home when she had them, that she wanted to quit 

her job and take care of her child, without feeling forced to do it. This was an interesting 

statement since it shows that women are still stereotyped as the one wanting, or the one best 

suited, to stay at home with her children, not only by the father but also by herself. This is 

consistent to theory saying that these stereotypes can affect women to not identify themselves 

with potential leaders, and thereby undermining their motivation and choose to be a mother 

instead of having a demanding career (Jonsen et al., 2010). 

 

The Swedish interviewees all said that women are stereotyped as more stressed and more 

concerned about what other people think of them. An explanation to why Swedish women are 

stereotyped this way, but not American women, could be that the share of Swedish women 

working in top leadership positions are higher than in the United States (OECD, 2016). 

Furthermore, the Swedish interviewees talked about an unbalance between men’s and women’s 

responsibility at home. This could, in combination with the leadership positions, lead to that 

women are perceived as more stressed. 

 

A stereotypical man is generally described with agentic characteristics, such as: controlling, 

confident, aggressive, dominant, forceful, independent, and competitive (Berkery et al., 2014). 

All interviewees started to describe a stereotypical man as the opposite to what they said about 

stereotypical women; less emotional, less aware of details, careless, and determined. The 
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Americans described men as aggressive in decision making and driven by chances to earn 

money, something that are shown to be typical for cultures with a high score on masculinity in 

Hofstede’s Framework (Alves et al., 2006; the Hofstede Centre, 2016). They also mentioned 

the society’s unacceptance of women making more money than their husbands.  

 

The Swedish interviewees stereotyped men as not as aware of details, careless, and determined. 

One similarity found in all of the Swedish students’ answers were that men have an attitude of 

“everything will be alright”, and that women are afraid to demand what they think they are 

worth, wage- and time-wise, at work. This could be connected to how men and women are 

described to view their own abilities differently, where women are perceived to have less faith 

in themselves and to be more aware of possible consequences. 

5.3 Gender and Leadership  

RQ3: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive gender in leadership roles? 

To be able to answer the last research question the results of the structured observations will be 

analyzed. This thesis’ structured observations consisted of one list of adjectives used two times 

in each interview. After combining this list, a pattern could be seen. By comparing what 

attributes that were the most important for a leader to hold in the American versus the Swedish 

culture, with the attributes connected to females and males, the result showed that the American 

interviewees have listed the leadership adjectives as mostly male characteristics, 52 percent is 

male and 48 percent female. However, the Swedish interviewees listed the leadership adjectives 

as mostly female characteristics, 54 percent is female and 46 percent is male. Even though the 

difference is small, it is an interesting result to investigate further. The difference could be 

connected to the Hofstede Framework’s dimension Masculinity (Hofstede, 2016). The United 

States is a masculine culture and would therefore prefer more masculine traits, which is proven 

to be true for this study. Sweden on the other hand is a feminine culture, and would therefore 

prefer feminine traits, which also seem to be true in this study.  

 

To further answer the third research question, some of the interview questions regarding gender 

and leadership will be analyzed. Both the Swedish and the American interviewees described a 

typical male leader with the similar attributes as were used to describe a good leader before. 

Adjectives such as self-confident, well-spoken, goal oriented, and a person who pushes through 

to reach goals were used by the American interviewees. The Swedish interviewees used 

experienced and engaged in the work as male leader, and good leader, characteristics. This 

result is consistent with the theory of Schein and Mueller (1992), who say that the attributes of 

a successful leader are connected to men in general, more so than to women in general.  

 

The interviewees were also asked about how they would describe a typical female leader, and 

the American students described a female leader as understanding, compassionate, and 

someone who asks for other people’s opinions. Sometimes the female leader is too worried of 

what others think of her. The Swedish participants described a female leader as warm, creative, 

good listener and good at solving problems. Some traits that both the Swedish and the American 
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interviewees brought up are usually described as communal, or feminine, characteristics. These 

are, according to Claus et al. (2013), more associated with non-leadership roles. Furthermore, 

one of the Swedish students mentioned that female leaders often try to copy male behavior to 

succeed. Something that could be correlated to what Festing et al. (2015) said about women, 

that when they aim for a leadership position they must try to balance their feminine traits with 

masculine attributes, since the latter are typically more valued for a leader to have. However, 

the results of this study not totally agree with what theory says. Some of characteristics that the 

interviewees mentioned of a good leader is actually described as female attributes. These 

adjectives were brought up by both cultures, such as: understanding, good at listening, analytic, 

etc.  

 

On the question if men and women had different advantages when becoming a successful 

leader, the majority of the Swedish interviewees answered that women have an advantage since 

many organizations are working towards a more equal top-leadership distribution (Claus et al., 

2013). Hence, the American interviewees answered that men had an advantage while trying to 

become a successful leader due to the “all boys’ club” where men were said just to hire men. 

This is consistent to previous research based in the United States, that has shown that sex role 

stereotyping is a major psychological barrier to women receiving leadership positions (Schein 

& Mueller, 1992). This further indicates that there is a cultural difference in perceptions 

pertaining genders to leadership between Swedish and American cultures. 
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6. Findings and Conclusions 

The purpose of this chapter is to summarize the most important results, and to present the 

findings and conclusions. This thesis’ purpose was to investigate whether Swedish and 

American cultural backgrounds differ in perceptions pertaining to gender in leadership roles. 

To be able to answer that, three research questions were stated, and these questions will be 

answered and discussed in this chapter. Limitations and recommendations for further research 

within the field will end this chapter. 

6.1 Leadership  

RQ1: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive leadership? 

 

Based on the analysis of the data in the previous chapter, conclusions can now be drawn. When 

looking at leadership, the American interviewees perceive a good leader as someone who is 

easy to talk to, is well-spoken, and tough in decision-making. The leader should be including 

of the group, and take followers’ opinions into consideration when making decisions. However, 

the final decision should be made by the leader. A bad leader is someone who is too forceful 

and someone who do not take the group-members’ abilities into account. Furthermore, what 

could be concluded from the analysis is that the American interviewees think of leadership as 

a formal position. 

 

As previously discussed, people from different cultures will view leadership differently (Tallaki 

& Bracci, 2015), and this is also true for the interviewees from the United States and Sweden. 

The Swedish interviewees describe a leader who is focused on relations, and someone who 

wants all group members to feel good and be a part of the decision-making-process. A good 

leader described by the Swedish interviewees is someone who is a good listener and someone 

who is open towards inputs from the group. The Swedish interviewees think of leadership as 

an informal position.  

6.2 Stereotypes  

RQ 2: How do Swedish and American cultures stereotype women and men? 

 

Based on the analysis section, conclusions about how the American and the Swedish 

interviewees stereotype men and women can be drawn. Both the American and the Swedish 

interviewees used communal characteristics to stereotype women, and agentic characteristics 

to stereotype men. These answers correspond to what previous research said (Berkery et al., 

2014). The American interviewees talked about maternity leave as one of the major facts 

indicating that the United States is less equal than Sweden. Most of the Americans said that 

women usually prefer to stay home with their children instead of having a demanding career. 
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On the other hand, the Swedish interviewees said that women are more stressed and worried 

than men. One explanation to this could be that women in Sweden try to balance work life and 

family-responsibility, while women in the United States choose family-responsibility only. If 

this is the reason, it could be based on expectations and gender stereotypes from the society. 

6.3 Gender and Leadership   

RQ3: How do Swedish and American cultures perceive gender in leadership roles? 

 

Both the Swedish and the American interviewees seem to agree on that male attributes are 

associated with a leader. They also mention women as prevented by the stereotype indicating 

that they should have the main responsibility for home and family. The American interviewees 

described male leaders as well-spoken, goal oriented, and self-confident, while they described 

female leaders as understanding, worried about others’ opinions, and creative. The structured 

observation further showed that the American interviewees prefer male attributes in leadership.  

 

The Swedish interviewees, on the other hand, also described male leaders in the same way as 

they described good leaders previously. However, they also described female leaders in the 

same way as a good leader, and the structured observation showed that the Swedish 

interviewees prefer female attributes in leadership. According to Alves et al. (2006), masculine 

cultures are more likely to hire men, as leaders, while feminine cultures are equally likely to 

hire men and women as leaders. However, as previously shown top-rank positions are still 

unequal, in Sweden as well as in the United States, and one reason to that seems to be how 

women and men are stereotyped in society, and the respondents in this study reinforces that.  

6.4 Final Conclusions 

According to Shinnar et al. (2012), stereotypes do exist and they are influenced by our cultural 

values that we have learnt throughout lifetime. The United States is a masculine culture (The 

Hofstede Centre, 2016), and that is also what is reflected in the interviewees’ answers in this 

study. The American interviewees stereotyped women as the best suited to stay at home and be 

in charge of the domestic work. They also described women as caring and with other communal 

characteristics. Furthermore, they mentioned important leader characteristics as: tough, well-

spoken, and goal-oriented, which do correlate to what masculine cultures value (ibid.), and also 

to what they said about stereotypical men.  

 

Sweden is a feminine culture (The Hofstede Centre, 2016) and that is reflected in the Swedish 

interviewees’ answers. The Swedish participants value feminine characteristics in leaders 

mostly, and saw a female advantage in reaching leadership positions. However, the 

interviewees do stereotype women as having the final responsibility at home, and the final 

responsibility for the children, which could lead to women being stereotyped as more stressed 

than Swedish men.  
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It is known that gender stereotypes are one of the highlighted obstacles in the way towards 

equal opportunity to leadership positions (Syed & Van Buren, 2014), and culture seems to be a 

large influencer to what stereotypes a person or a society has (Shinnar et al., 2012). This study 

interviewed and made a structured observation with eight university students, four from the 

United States and four from Sweden. The aim was to see if these stereotypes correlated to how 

females and males were perceived as leaders. According to the interviews, it seems to be a 

difference in how women and men are stereotyped between Sweden and the United States. It 

also seems to be a difference in how female and male leaders are perceived. The Swedish 

interviewees gave the impression to be more open towards female leaders than the American 

interviewees. However, some stereotypes regarding the female importance of nurturing the 

family still exist in both cultures and could be a reason to why there are fewer representatives 

of women than men in top leader positions in both Sweden and the United States.  

 

6.5 Limitations of the Research 

The following limitations should be noted concerning this thesis.  

 The authors of this study are two women, and this might have influenced the 

interviewees to answer a certain way. The participants might have answered in a way to 

look “good” when it comes to stereotypes and gender in leadership roles. If possible, 

conduct the interview with one male- and one female-interviewer to see if the same 

results appear. 

 Since a representative sample was needed from each culture, it was hard to get in contact 

with enough interviewees from the same cultures. Therefore, a planned schedule is of 

great value. 

 The sample for this study was small and thereby, it is hard to say something else than 

what these participants shared during the interviews. To get a more reliable result, a 

larger sample and multiple case studies can be done. 

 Throughout the interviews, it was noticed that the interviewees tried to give the 

“political correct” answers on some questions instead of being honest, especially on the 

ones that concerned stereotypes. This is something that researchers need to be aware of 

when asking these sensitive questions. To avoid this, a quantitative study such as a 

survey could be the solution. 

 In a face-to-face interview, the interviewee is not anonymous when s/he answers even 

if his or her name is not published. This could make the participant uncomfortable 

giving the honest answers, and maybe a telephone interview would have solved that 

issue.  

6.6 Implications for Practitioners 

This section concerns the implications for practitioners, based on the data collection and 

findings of this study, that organizations should consider when aiming for equality. Most 

developed countries state that they support equal opportunities irrespective of gender, although, 

top-leadership positions continue to be male dominated (OECD, 2016). One reason to this could 
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be the way men and women are stereotyped, and perceived to be appropriate for different roles 

in a society. For organizations trying to eliminate inequality in their workforce, it is important 

to be aware of what stereotypes there are, and how these influence the perceptions of men and 

women and their potential of becoming successful leaders. The results of the collected data 

show that the participants from Sweden and the United States do stereotype men and women 

differently in certain ways. Furthermore, this indicates that the differences found in the 

perceptions of genders could be connected to cultural values, and do differ cross-culturally. 

Stereotypes as a prospective obstacle towards equality in leadership positions are hard to define. 

Cultural perceptions of what roles or occupations men and women should hold are learned 

throughout generations, and will therefore take time to change. Although, the first step to 

eliminate inequality is to address the problem. This thesis aims to investigate if the perceptions 

of gender in leadership roles may vary between cultures, and hopes to create awareness of 

stereotypes as a possible barrier for women to reach higher positions. Although, no general 

conclusions can be drawn by this study, and therefore more research on the topic is needed to 

be able to eliminate the inequality in top-leadership positions.  

6.7 Implications for Further Research  

The following implications for further research should be taken into consideration when 

conducting a study with a similar purpose. To be able to understand, and to change, the current 

situation of male dominated top-leadership positions further investigation is needed. Following 

will be some suggestions on what type of research that might be.  

 Compare other industrialized cultures, for example Iceland and Japan, to see if there is 

a difference in how they stereotype. 

 Conduct a similar study, but interview leaders instead of followers.  

 Another interesting aspect would be to investigate the difference between generations, 

to see how an older generation and a younger generation stereotype and view leadership. 

 Conduct a similar study, but compare women and men to see if they perceive gender in 

leadership roles differently. 

 Conduct a similar study, but make it quantitative. Include a larger sample to be able to 

generalize the results. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide English Version  

Background  

1. What is your name? 

2. How old are you? 

3. Are you single? Married? Boyfriend/Girlfriend?  

4. Tell us about your family. 

Do you have any siblings?  

Did you grow up with your mom and dad? 

5. What is your occupation right now?  

For how long have you been studying/ worked at that job? 

6. What have you been doing since High School? 

 

Adjective list one- list the leadership adjective from most important to least important.  

 

Leadership 

7. Describe a good leader. 

8. Describe a bad leader.                  

9. Which leadership style do you prefer? 

10. Imagine a leader that you have been inspired by, it could be a celebrity leader, a former 

boss, a coach, or similar. Could you explain what inspired you by his/her leading? 

Stereotypes  

11. Describe a stereotypical woman 

12. Describe a stereotypical man. 

13.  Do you think these stereotypes look differently between different cultures? 

Leadership and Gender  

14. Describe a typical male leader. 

15. Describe a typical female leader. 

16. Why do you think there are more male leaders than female leaders around the world? 

              Why do you think it is like that in America? 

17. Do you think that men and women would rather hire someone from the same sex, 

intended or not? 

18. Do you think women/men have different advantages/disadvantages when becoming a 

successful leader? 

19. Do you think men and women experience their own abilities differently? 

Other 

20. Could you tell us about how parental leave works in the US? 

21. Do you want to work as a leader? 

 

Adjective list two- put an M, for male, or a F, for female, next to each adjective.  

 

 



 
 

Appendix B: Intervjuguide svensk version   

Bakgrund  

1. Vad heter du?  

2. Hur gammal är du? 

3. Civilstånd  

4. Berätta om din familj. 

Har du några syskon? 

5. Vad har du för sysselsättning just nu?  

Hur länge har du studerat/jobbat där? 

6. Vad har du gjort sedan gymnasiet? 

Adjektivlista ett- lista ledarskapsadjektiven från viktigast till minst viktig ledarskapsegenskap.  

 

Ledarskap  

7. Beskriv en bra ledare.  

8. Beskriv en dålig ledare.  

9. Vilken ledarskapsstil föredrar du?  

10.  Föreställ dig en ledare som du har blivit inspirerad av. Det kan vara en känd ledare, en 

chef, en tränare eller liknande. Kan du förklara vad du blev inspirerad av?  

Stereotyper 

11. Beskriv en stereotypisk kvinna.  

12. Beskriv en stereotypisk man.  

13. Tror du att dessa stereotyper ser olika ut beroende på kultur?  

Leaderskap och kön  

14. Beskriv en typisk manlig ledare.  

15. Beskriv en typisk kvinnlig ledare.  

16. Varför tror du att det finns fler manliga ledare än kvinnliga ledare i världen? 

17. Tror du att män och kvinnor hellre anställer någon från samma kön, medvetet  

eller inte?  

18. Tror du att män/kvinnor har olika för-/nackdelar för att bli en framgångsrik ledare?  

19. Tror du att män/kvinnor upplever sina egna egenskaper olika?  

Övrigt 

20. Skulle du vilja arbeta som ledare?  

Adjektivlista två- skriv M, för man, eller K, för kvinna, bredvid varje adjektiv.                   


