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In Denmark, the largest public and private enterprises are legally required – albeit non-bindingly – to establish 
target figures for their desired shares of women at top management levels and to create action plans as to how 
they intend to achieve these targets [1]. Moreover, it is widely accepted, and research likewise points to, that 
there are benefits associated with improved gender equality (GE) within organisations. For instance, Smith et 
al. [2] concluded that the proportion of women in top management jobs in the 2500 largest companies in 
Denmark had a positive impact on firm performance in terms of gross profit, and, in their study of 1775 
Danish companies, Østergaard et al. [3] found a positive relationship between gender diversity and innovative 
capacity. 

Scholarship has until now endeavoured to establish the elusive link between improved GE and such claimed 
positive impacts [4] based on the assumption that the mere knowledge and evidence of potential effects would 
induce organisational action. As such, when in practice organisations prove reluctant to work actively to 
improve circumstances for women [5], the following gap in the literature becomes evident: 
 

How are organisations motivated to engage in gender equality actions? 
 

It is this notion of ‘motivation’ which this paper explores. Within this paper, ‘motivation’ refers to the ways in 
which organisational members understand and navigate the different incentives and pressures to engage in GE 
actions with which organisations are faced. The paper will be the first outlet of the preliminary findings of my 
PhD project.  
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The study is realised as an organisational ethnography, which involves my prolonged presence within the case 
organisations. A part from engaging in formal interviews and collecting relevant documents, I will participate 
in daily activities and events1 alongside organisational actors. The cases chosen are knowledge intensive 
organisations2 which already are highly committed to improving issues of gender inequality. 

This project emphasises the fundamental and constitutive role of language, interactions and sense-making 
processes in the emergence and perpetuation of organisational phenomena, such as motivation to engage in 
GE actions [14]. Thus, this PhD involves the study of organisational communicative events3 based on the 
premise that human beings do things with words [16]. 

Analytically, this project draws on critical management studies, especially, its capacity to provide counter-
images and alternative re-readings of taken for granted management practices and organisational phenomena 
[17]. Through such means, critical reflections upon how organisational members rationalise efforts to improve 
GE will provide valuable insights into motivations and expected effects associated with engaging in GE 
actions, which will benefit legislators and practitioners by allowing them to adapt policy and practice to more 
adequately incorporate and accommodate challenges related to motivation. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                            
1 Such as management or board meetings in which gender equality is discussed, or meetings with those HR and CSR employees who 
are involved in the actual implementation and realisation of GE strategies, etc. 

2 Knowledge intensive organisations are “employing substantial numbers of people working with complex tasks, offering to the market 
fairly sophisticated knowledge or knowledge-based products” [12] 

3 “Instances of communication (i.e. texts and conversations) that are performed in a distinct space-time” [15]  
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