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Abstract: 

This article explores the linkages between organisation-specific cultural narratives and gender-
equality programme planning through the lens of the ‘historicity’ concept. It argues that to fully 
understand the problem definitions, programme design and organisational change processes related 
to gender equality (GE), scholars and practitioners cannot focus one-sidedly on expected outcomes 
and effects; we must also factor in organisational narratives, because GE actors never arrive at their 
work as tabulae rasae. A community of actors always draws on shared dispositions that give sense, 
direction and shape to their anticipations of the future, hereby guiding their actions in the present. 
Based on an ethnography of a multi-national engineering company, the article shows how cultural 
narratives may serve in different ways as support factors for GE programme planning and 
implementation if they are actively but mindfully engaged. This mindfulness is important, as positive 
cultural narratives may entail problematic gender dimensions. On the other hand, negative cultural 
narratives may entail important learning outcomes that may benefit future GE initiatives. The analysis 
further points to the centrality of strategic communication, leadership commitment and 
comprehensive evaluation in order to mobilise the potential of cultural narratives as support factors 
to GE work. Finally, this article offers a rich example to scholars and practitioners of how to employ 
cultural analysis in relation to GE activities and demonstrates the value of the insights produced by 
this analysis for the case company and its GE programme. 
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1. Introduction 

In this article, I explore linkages between organisational culture and the gender equality (GE) work 
carried out in a multinational engineering company headquartered in Denmark. Based on the premise 
that GE programme planning and evaluation must take context into consideration (Reidl et al., 2017; 
Kalpazidou Schmidt et al., 2017b), I here focus on organisational culture. Organisational culture is 
widely recognised as the cause of inequalities (Acker, 1990; Lorber, 1994) and is often the target in GE 
change projects (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Benschop & Verloo, 2012). In this article, however, I 
investigate whether and how organisational culture may serve as a ‘support factor’ for GE work 
(Cartwright & Hardie, 2012). 

Women remain a minority at top levels of Danish businesses. A mere 15 per cent of the board 
members of the largest companies are women (Danish Business Authorities, 2018)1 and, in 2015, at 
the senior and executive levels, women made up just 17 and 7 per cent, respectively (Poulsen et al., 
2016). While a ‘soft quota solution’ was legally introduced in Denmark in 2013, the share of women 
leaders increases only marginally each year (DIHR, 2015). Besides this legal requirement to address 
gender issues, contemporary corporations also face strong legitimacy pressures, as with respect to 
ethical business conduct and corporate social responsibility (CSR), of which gender equality is a part 
(Grosser & Moon, 2008; Cacace et al., 2015). As stated by Benschop and Verloo (2012), there is a 
strong belief in the necessity of planned change to produce organisational transformations toward 
gender equality (p. 285). Many companies therefore implement change programmes to move in 
desired directions. 

Organisational change is complex and unforeseen consequences are inevitable, which is also true for 
GE change (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Cacace, 2017; 2019). Consequently, streams of research have 
focused on pointing to potential obstacles and resistance to GE change (Ibid.; Benschop & Verloo, 
2012; Benschop & van den Brink, 2014) and on establishing the necessary conditions for change (e.g., 
Armenakis et al., 1993; Cartwright & Hardie, 2012). Much scholarly effort has further been invested in 
identifying the ideal content and form of GE change strategies (e.g., Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Cacace, 
2009; Timmers et al., 2010), as well as the most adequate ways of institutionalising change (see review 
by Buchanan et al., 2005). Scholarship further emphasises the need to consider context in 
organisational change projects (e.g., Kanter, 1977; Bleijenbergh et al., 2008; Timmers et al., 2010). 
Contextual factors which should be addressed include social and political conditions, the current state 
of the problem in question, and not least organisational cultural dimensions (Vogel, 2012: 3). This 
article is particularly interested in the latter. 

This study is based on a four-month ethnography carried out in a multinational engineering company 
headquartered in Denmark. It is a qualitative-interpretivist study (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013). As 
such, it is based on the premise that any object of study has no essential, universal or timeless 
meaning. Instead, interpretive researchers aim to understand the meaning of a phenomenon of 
interest in context and its implications for those to whom it relates (Ibid.: 23). This article investigates 

                                                           
1 Following the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE), Denmark performs just slightly above the EU 
average with respect to gender distribution among presidents, board members and employee representatives 
in the largest listed companies: 27.8% women (EU) vs. 30% women (Denmark). URL: 
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_bus_bus__wmid_comp_compbm (accessed: 
17 January 2020) 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_bus_bus__wmid_comp_compbm
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two organisational narratives that were particularly salient in the generated data. Narratives are 
culturally important, as they offer interpretations of an organisation’s history and convey ideas and 
beliefs (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2008: 38). The specific narratives of this article concern the 
organisation’s ‘heritage’ – the story of the humanism and philanthropy of the company’s founders – 
as well as the narrative of a rather recent (but generally forgotten) GE initiative. I explore whether and 
how these cultural narratives may serve as ‘support factors’ for the company’s GE work; that is, the 
events and conditions needed to bring about a contribution to effecting desired organisational 
changes (Cartwright & Hardie, 2012). 

My research questions are: 

- How do participants engage cultural narratives in relation to GE work? 
- What are the implications of engaging cultural narratives for GE work? 
- How may the potential of cultural narratives as support factors for GE work be mobilised? 

Furthermore, in organisational life, time is not merely a background against which things occur 
(Staudenmayer et al., 2002). Time is part and parcel of organisational activities, including GE work. 
Through its emphasis on milestones, targets, key performance indicators etc., change project planning 
and management essentially involves speculating about the future and is thus often limited to mainly 
taking a forward-looking approach (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Cacace, 2017). I argue that the actors 
working with the design, planning and implementation of GE change projects cannot focus one-sidedly 
on the future. The past is always present in the present and shapes actors’ actions and conceptions of 
possible futures (Otto, 2013). The concept of ‘historicity’ (e.g., Dalsgaard & Nielsen, 2013; Maclean et 
al., 2016; Hirsch & Steward, 2005) therefore serves as the theoretical backdrop for this article. By 
aiming to blur linear conceptions of time, ‘historicity’ demands a more complex and context-
dependent view of GE change projects and allows for a focus on organisation-specific cultural 
narratives. Based on this conceptual framework, the article explores the linkages between 
organisational, cultural narratives pertaining to the past in order to understand GE work in the present 
and articulations of the expected, future outcomes of such GE work. 

I will now elaborate my conceptual framework and the method of the study, after which I describe 
the two empirical narratives and discuss their implications for GE work. The article concludes with the 
lessons learnt for scholarship and practice. 

 

2. Conceptual framework 

This article builds on the EFFORTI project – ‘Evaluation Framework for Promoting Gender Equality in 
Research and Innovation’ (e.g., Reidl et al., 2017; Kalpazidou Schmidt et al., 2017b). EFFORTI takes a 
‘theory of change’ approach which requires applying ‘critical thinking to the design, implementation 
and evaluation of initiatives and programmes intended to support change in their contexts’ (Vogel, 
2012: 3). The ‘theory of change’ approach places emphasis on outcomes and thus requires making 
explicit assumptions about how organisational changes might happen (Kalpazidou Schmidt et al., 
2017b: 28). Doing so, the ‘theory of change’ approach enables and indeed requires researchers and 
practitioners to factor context into any explanation of change – inevitably increasing levels of 
complexity (p. 27). As social spaces are ‘noisy’ and there are many intervening factors, it is almost 
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impossible to attribute observed changes to a specific policy intervention, perhaps in particular with 
respect to interventions targeting a deep and extensive social phenomenon like gender inequality 
(e.g., Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Benschop & Verloo, 2012). In recognition of the complex and non-linear 
relationship between inputs, outputs, outcomes and impacts in GE intervention design, 
implementation and evaluation, the EFFORTI conceptual evaluation framework promotes analyses of 
intervention contributions – not attribution – to effected change (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Graversen, 
2020). Consequently, the EFFORTI framework emphasises that GE programmes should strive to foster 
the right conditions to increase the probability that desired gender changes may occur in a given 
context (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Cacace, 2019: 7). The organisational, cultural dimensions that are the 
focus of this article are an important aspect of such change-facilitating conditions. 

The article contributes to the literature on GE work in knowledge-intensive organisations. In the 
literature, organisational culture is widely recognised as the cause of gender inequality (Acker, 1990; 
Lorber, 1994) and is often targeted in change programmes in order to improve equality (Ely & 
Meyerson, 2000; Benschop & Verloo, 2012). However, research on links between organisational 
culture, as a moderator, and GE work is scarce (e.g., Lipinsky & Schäfer, 2015; Cacace, 2009). The 
literature has studied other aspects of contextual conditions as moderators and their significance for 
GE actions. Stepan-Norris and Kerrissey (2016) found organisational growth to affect the gender ratio 
at two North American universities, particularly when coupled with effective GE interventions. 
Timmers et al. (2010) found organisational structures characterised by high degrees of centralisation 
versus decentralisation to be conducive to the implementation of GE actions. Organisational size is 
also assumed to influence the degree of action aimed at inequality (Cacace et al., 2015). Finally, GE 
programme design, planning and implementation imply extensive negotiations between stakeholders. 
Following Kalpazidou Schmidt and Cacace (2019), I therefore argue that such negotiations constitute 
a suitable entry point for this study as they shed light on actors’ underlying ‘negotiation basis’ (p. 14). 
In this article, I explore actors’ cultural negotiation basis, specifically, through the lens of two salient 
organisational narratives. 

Czarniawska (1998) notes that narratives may enter the study of organisations in different 
ways. For example, researchers may collect stories in the field (van Maanen, 1988), or research may 
be written in a ‘storylike’ fashion. Through his notion of ‘storywork’, Gabriel (2000) argues that much 
poetic labour goes into weaving stories, observations, thoughts and emotions into new narratives. I 
undertake such storywork in the following when I empirically develop the two narratives (collected in 
the field) in the first part of the analysis together with my discussion of the meanings and implications 
of those narratives for the company’s GE work in the second part. Organisational members use 
narratives to help make sense of their experiences, which are communicated with a richness and 
directness that mere information lacks (Gabriel & Connell, 2010: 508). In sum, narratives may be 
regarded as symptomatic of important mental and organisational processes and they represent 
symbolic reconstructions of the organisation’s history. Whether cultural narratives accurately 
represent certain aspects of an organisation or events that have taken place may be less important. 
What is important is that cultural narratives exist, and organisational scholars are therefore tasked 
with investigating their implications. As such, the ‘truth’ and value of cultural narratives lie in their 
meaning (Gabriel, 1991). 

To unfold the symbolic value and meanings of the case company’s history in the present, I engage the 
‘historicity’ concept (e.g., Dalsgaard & Nielsen, 2013; Maclean et al., 2016; Hirsch & Steward, 2005). 
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Historicity brings to the fore that the objects of organisational-ethnographic observations (i.e., the 
work activities carried out in organisations) are closely linked with time (Otto, 2013). Following 
Bourdieu (e.g., 1977, 1990), people’s previous participation in certain activities (e.g., human resource 
management (HRM), CSR or GE work) provides a shared set of dispositions that give sense, direction 
and shape, both consciously and unconsciously, to their anticipations of the near future, thereby 
guiding their actions in the present (Otto, 2013: 67). When ethnographers enter an organisational 
field, they therefore go in a sense to a different time – despite existing in the same present – because 
they interact with people with whom they do not share a culturally common past (Ibid.). As such, this 
article explores the linkages between cultural narratives pertaining to the past in order to understand 
GE work in the present and articulations of expected, future outcomes of such GE work. 

 

3. Method 

Empirically, this article is based on an ethnography of a Danish multi-service engineering company 
branched out across the globe (please see appendix 5.6. for more information about the case 
company). Within this company, I followed the design, planning, early implementation and evaluation 
process of a new ‘Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Programme’ (EDIP). The fieldwork was carried out 
over four months (late 2017 to early 2018) in the company’s headquarters in Denmark, but also 
included a later field visit to the company’s North American office to ensure a well-rounded 
representation of the case company. The US field visit also facilitated a better understanding of the 
relationship and dynamic between the Danish, global head office and an international branch. During 
the fieldwork, I participated in the daily work activities of the company’s CSR and HR departments, 
which were responsible for the concrete EDIP-related tasks. Consequently, few of my research 
participants were engineers, most of them instead had business, economics or psychology 
backgrounds. I maintained contact with the company and returned twice for follow-up meetings 
during which I had the opportunity to ask clarifying follow-up questions, validate information and 
discuss preliminary analyses. 

The fact that I majored in business communication and HRM proved an invaluable key to access. My 
understanding of HR and CSR enabled me to blend in quite quickly. My embeddedness (i.e., my 
cognitive and emotional involvement within the research site) enabled me to create positive 
relationships with research participants. In so doing, my research became a two-way process through 
which I involved myself in the participants’ worlds, and participants were active in the generation of 
research output. I selected interview participants based on the principle of ‘theoretical sampling’ 
known from Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical sampling means that I made strategic 
decisions as to what or who would provide the most insightful data when a need for information 
became apparent (Birks & Mills, 2015). I also ‘snowballed’ participants based on the suggestions of 
others. This approach required openness to partial and sometimes conflicting truths (Alvesson & 
Kärreman, 2011). 

The ethnographic method positions situated meaning front and centre; that is, the sense-making of 
situated actors together with that of the researcher (Weick, 1995; Yanow, 2012). I thus entered the 
field with an interest in uncovering the situated meanings relating to gender equality in general and 
with respect to the company’s GE programme specifically, as perceived by the participants. 
Importantly, situated meaning is conditioned by a company’s ‘historicity’ (Hirsch & Steward, 2005). As 
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historicity draws attention to ‘the complex temporal nexus of past-present-future [… and] concerns 
the ongoing social production of accounts of pasts and futures’ (p. 262), the concept is particularly 
useful when analysing how cultural narratives may affect GE programme planning in the present and 
expectations of their impacts in the future. This way, the historicity concept also fits particularly well 
with how the EFFORTI framework embraces the non-linearity of change interventions and promotes 
notions of contribution rather than attribution, as well as the probability to achieve change 
(Kalpazidou Schmidt & Graversen, 2020). 

The data set upon which I base this article includes recordings and transcripts from 16 interviews,2 
field notes and an extensive research journal from my four months in the field. The data also includes 
a comprehensive collection of organisational documents, such as HR and CSR strategies and policies, 
GE reports and action plans. This article represents an in-depth single-case study, which limits my 
capacity to make externally generalisable claims. However, an in-depth study of whether and how 
organisational, cultural dimensions may serve as support factors for GE work in one organisation is 
intrinsically valuable and may play an important role in the collective knowledge accumulation relating 
to a specific research field and topic (Flyvbjerg, 2010). An improved understanding of a phenomenon 
– here, the linkages between organisational culture and GE work – may further provide new and 
interesting perspectives on the world of which the phenomenon is part (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 
2013; see also Welch & Piekkari, 2017). 

In practice, data analysis constitutes a creative and iterative process across the many different 
materials of the comprehensive data set. This process was assisted by the qualitative analysis 
software, NVivo. First, I carried out an open coding of the empirical material (Saldaña, 2016). Once the 
outlines of the two narratives explored in this article began to emerge, I thoroughly re-coded the 
material in a closed manner to ensure a strong empirical foundation for the analysis. On this basis, I 
engaged in the ‘storywork’ Gabriel (2000) of developing the narratives, the result of which I will 
present below. 

 

4. Analysis 
4.1. Unfolding the narratives 

The company ‘heritage’ 

The company was founded after World War II. At this time, two men wished to contribute to the 
rebuilding of society using their professional engineering skills (embodied in particular by one of the 
founders) and a humanistic, philanthropic vision (embodied in particular by the other founder). The 
engineering profession and its many subfields of expertise directly affect people’s lives, and to this 
day the company explicitly aims to create societies in which people and nature thrive. For the 
company, however, the focus on human wellbeing begins among those most closely within its reach: 
its employees. From the outset, the founders viewed the company as the ‘extended family of its 
people’ and believed that work should be a source of joy and satisfaction which, subsequently, would 
lead to ‘good business’ and happy customers. Therefore, the founders championed financial restraint 

                                                           
2 Four of which were done via Skype with employees in the company’s UK and US offices.  
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to ensure job security for the staff, structuring the company so that profits are invested back into it to 
the benefit of the employees. 

To this day, the company bears the footprint of the founders and the values that they instilled in the 
organisation. The company website proclaims these values and the story of the founders is 
immediately visible. In other words, the company’s ‘heritage’ is consistently used for marketing and 
employer-branding purposes. For example, one engineering employee told of how she, as a student, 
became interested in the company as a future employer because she believed that working there 
would allow her to ‘do something good for society’. In the field, I also observed a company-organised 
workshop, which provided information about how employees could become involved in charitable 
work through different initiatives, and the presenters explicitly emphasised how such involvement 
mirrors the founders’ values. This narrative constitutes a source of pride for the members of the 
organisation, towards which they orient their professional identities. Today, the company employs 
more than 15,000 people worldwide. In a global organisation comprising extensive cultural diversity, 
the company strategically engages its founding values and heritage to guide and unite employees 
worldwide. For example, one interview participant explained how one international branch had ‘sort 
of lost it a little bit’ so, in order to re-install the heritage in the minds of those employees, the company 
ran a local campaign entitled ‘Make John Proud’;3 John being the philosopher and humanitarian of the 
two founders. 

Furthermore, despite its global presence, the company still explicitly emphasises its ‘Nordic roots’, 
and (Danish) employees characterise it as ‘particularly Danish’. The company understands this Nordic 
affiliation to imply values of social cohesion, egalitarianism, community spirit, as well as a direct, no 
non-sense approach to work and people (Simonyi & Cagan, 2016). The company’s Danish cultural 
heritage is also practiced, for instance, when organisational members meet to sing together in the 
large open space of the corporate headquarters in Copenhagen. Community singing in Denmark dates 
back to the beginning of the 1800s. When contemporary corporate employees gather to sing, it thus 
connects them to Danish history and culture while also positively affecting the general atmosphere 
and mood (Isaksen, 2018), which I experienced while participating in such a musical gathering during 
my fieldwork. 

In sum, through the heritage narrative, the work carried out in the company comes to symbolise much 
more than the construction of buildings and infrastructure. As one employee put it, the company has 
a social impact through its engineering projects and that motivates him to go the extra mile. Moreover, 
the implication of the company’s championing of the family metaphor and values of egalitarianism 
and social cohesion is that the organisation commits itself to very high moral standards towards its 
stakeholders. One executive told of how: 

Companies have to do their best with respect to helping to create a holistic existence for 
people, which is balanced and bearable in some way. We have to do so by working with 
those levers available to us around the actual work situation. We also have to do so by 
having opinions on our society and saying ‘You have to do something about these 

                                                           
3 A branding and culture management initiative about the company’s history, the values of the founders, in 
particular ‘John’, and the close connection between the engineering profession and people’s lives. The campaign 
was aimed at reinvigorating a sense of pride in the company ‘heritage’ and ideals of contributing to society, 
epitomised in the slogan ‘Make John Proud’, which the company hoped would serve as a compass for the 
employees in their work. 
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problems or those problems’. And in a sense, our company is in a unique position. It was 
always our point of departure to contribute, to centre on human beings. A humanistic 
approach. 

He connects this point to GE work, stating that ‘a better world was always the ambition of this 
company. So that’s why we push this issue.’ 

 

The ‘forgotten’ gender equality initiative 

Although the company’s attention to gender issues may be traced back to around the millennium, the 
implementation of the Danish ‘soft quota’ legislation in 2012‒13 was seen a ‘welcome push’ for 
concrete action in this area. Around the same time, a group of female leaders from the company’s 
international branches raised concerns about, in particular, the existence of a gender pay gap and a 
problematic masculine leadership culture in the company. Following these events, the company 
launched what was labelled its ‘Gender Diversity Initiative’ (henceforth, GDI) in 2014 comprising four 
elements: 

1. A thorough internal investigation of the current state of the problem, perceptions, views and 
wishes of employees with respect to equality, together with recommendations for actions 

2. A gender pay gap analysis 
3. Efforts to ensure gender-neutral corporate communications 
4. Gender targets for leadership and gender-aware succession planning 

Organisational members indicate that the GDI was implemented in a rather rushed manner. Both the 
motivation and pressures to set things in motion were high. Legal compliance had to be ensured, and 
the worried female leaders ‘had to be appeased’. The first steps were the internal investigation and 
the pay gap analysis. These actions were intended to determine whether inequality existed in the 
company based on which further actions would be decided. 

The initiative would appear to have lost its initial momentum for several reasons. The internal 
investigation took approximately a year to complete, and complications related to the extraction of 
adequate data for the pay gap analysis delayed the process significantly. The first pay analysis was 
completed in the spring of 2017. Knowledge of the initiative was kept quite strictly among the involved 
employees and top managers, meaning that the engineers ‘on the floor’ were generally unaware of 
the attention being paid to inequality. In this way, the internal accountability to keep the project in 
motion remained among a limited number of people. Over the years, some of these people left the 
organisation with little or no transfer of assignments to new people. Finally, members of the 
organisation described the inertia that followed the original drive as ‘typical of the company’, which 
in their view can be overly cautious, rigid and therefore reluctant to act. 

I came to think of the GDI as ‘forgotten’ when I started following the development of the new EDIP. I 
was struck by how one aspect of this new programme would be to more or less re-investigate the 
state of the problem, perceptions, views and wishes of employees with respect to equality and actions 
– only two years after the original investigation and report. Someone eventually recalled the existence 
of the old report, which was then ‘dug up’ from a drawer somewhere. Interestingly, at a meeting, one 
participant pointed out how none of the authors of the report were in the company any longer. I 
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mentioned that I had spoken with one of them the week before. Also, in a more recent follow-up 
meeting with two of the research participants that took place more than six months after the fieldwork 
ended, I asked specifically about the old GDI to obtain more information about it. It seemed as though 
it was simply not present in the minds of my contacts, as they consistently addressed the new EDIP 
instead. Finally, in my analysis of my field notes, interview transcripts and countless organisational 
documents, it was extremely difficult to determine which particular actions constituted the four 
elements of the GDI and the chronology of the different actions, since different sources indicated 
different things. 

Taken together, the evidence above indicates how members view their organisation. The GDI was 
implemented because there was no longer any way around it, and employees tend to agree that the 
steps taken were rather reactive (intending to establish whether a gender problem existed at all) and 
not very ambitious (ensuring legal compliance4). While the motivation and good intentions of 
management may have been genuine at the time, research participants, knowing of the inaction that 
followed, now see the initiative (and the somewhat feverish manner in which it was launched) as a 
way to signal legitimacy in the short term but without much consideration for the future. 

Organisational members express frustration with how equality and diversity are addressed in the 
company. One employee stated rather bluntly: 

Personally, I think we’re acting too slowly. I think we’re being too cautious. I think that 
some of the things we are starting now – well we’re 10 years behind everyone else, sorry 
to say, and that’s probably very characteristic of many of the things we do in general. 

This quote indicates a sense of disillusionment with the company and a perceived discrepancy 
between the company’s values and its passivity with respect to gender issues; that is, the company is 
failing to live up to its own high moral standards towards its employees and society. At the same time, 
research participants express a desire for the company to engage in gender issues in a thorough and 
consistent manner, and for the company to see the future EDIP through. 

 

4.2. Exploring linkages to gender equality work 

The company ‘heritage’ 

Two competing arguments for why the organisation should engage in GE actions co-exist. While 
organisational members generally opt for business arguments relating to performance benefits, 
competitors moving ahead or client demands, some draw on the heritage narrative to argue for GE 
actions. In other words, utility arguments compete with social justice arguments (Nielsen, 2014b). 
Utility arguments, or ‘the business case’ for more women in top leadership positions, are widely 
accepted (Rennison, 2014; Baumann, 2016). Nevertheless, there is also research suggesting that the 
entry of women in executive leadership and boards makes little or no difference to firm performance 

                                                           
4 Compliance in the case of the Danish gender targets legislation (see Danish Business Authorities, 2018; 
Kalpazidou Schmidt, 2019) implies developing a GE policy, setting industry-adapted gender targets, while 
emphasis is mainly placed on reporting practices. This is legislation is an accounting-type requirement, which 
means that companies are obliged to publish information about their performance on gender indicators, such 
as women in leadership (see also Grosser & Moon, 2008). 
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(Francoeur et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2006) – or that gender equality may have a negative effect on 
firm performance (Adams & Ferreira, 2009). Considering that the gender equality‒performance link is 
unclear (see also Dickens, 1994, 1999), opting for justice arguments instead may be the better choice. 
In particular in this specific company, where values play such a pronounced role, justice arguments for 
gender equality presumably align well with the company heritage. Only in a few internal documents, 
the company heritage is explicitly engaged as ‘sufficient reason for why diversity is important’ to the 
company. 

Furthermore, in its global branches, some employees expected the company’s Nordic roots to also 
reflect the Nordics’ spearhead status with respect to gender equality in general. However, they were 
disappointed to find that gender disparity in leadership positions was no better in this company than 
in their average local corporations. International employees, this way, equate Denmark with other 
Nordic countries with respect to gender equality (Nielsen, 2017). However, Denmark lags behind its 
neighbours. While Norway and Sweden rank second and third, respectively, on the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index, Denmark currently ranks thirteenth (Schwab et al., 2018). 

In contrast to Denmark, Sweden and Norway saw a strong anchoring of feminist issues in politics 
during the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s (Borchorst & Siim, 2008). 
Consequently, Swedish and Norwegian politicians implemented more progressive equality legislation 
and kept gender on the agenda in recent decades (Kalpazidou Schmidt, 2019). In Denmark, due to the 
gradual demobilisation of the Danish women’s movement in the 1990s and the already high levels of 
labour market participation among women, gender issues gradually waned as a topic of public concern 
(Nielsen, 2014a). These factors resulted in the belief that gender equality has already been achieved 
in Denmark (European Commission (EC) 2012a; Dahlerup, 2018), which precludes the need for 
politicians to legislate and for businesses to implement initiatives to drive gender change. 

Similarly, Danish HR and CSR employees agree that the local branches in Norway and Sweden are far 
ahead with respect to how they view and approach gender and diversity. Therefore, the company 
might have much to gain from actively utilising its Nordic affiliation. Attentive to contextual 
differences, looking north for inspiration on how to go beyond the compliance minimum in Denmark 
may hold a leveraging potential for the company. However, as the support for feminist thinking and 
interventions is greater in Norway and Sweden than in Denmark (Borchorst & Siim, 2008; EC, 2012a, 
20175), opposition to what may in the Danish context be viewed as progressive steps is also more 
likely. A widespread argument of this opposition is that hiring women through GE interventions will 
occur at the expense of better-qualified men (van den Brink & Benschop, 2013). Therefore, taking this 
approach necessitates that the company addresses two important challenges.  

First, while the heritage narrative entails aspects, which align well with GE actions, the ‘family’ 
metaphor is less straightforward. For the company, ‘taking care of family’ involves avoiding 
unnecessary risks. As change processes entail uncertainty, they unavoidably imply risk. Whether 
addressing gender equality by means of interventions is perceived as risky due to the company’s less 
successful previous experience with the ‘forgotten’ GDI or because of the widespread Danish 
scepticism to feminist views and hesitation towards feminist interventions is unclear. However, one 
may challenge the view that engaging in GE actions per definition implies risk and reframe the 
argument. That is, as HR and CSR employees already think that the company is ‘10 years behind 

                                                           
5 Denmark compared to Sweden, Norway not included. 
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everyone else’ (quote above), not stepping up GE and diversity efforts might be construed as the risky 
move from the business perspective; that is, in order for the company to realise its mission of 
contributing positively to society and the environment, successfully mobilising all available human 
resources, including all genders, is essential. 

Furthermore, the risk-averse, cautious cultural trait of the company seemingly affects GE work by 
making employees adjust their expectations in various ways. Some organisational members hope for 
improvements to the representation of women among leadership, while others see cultural change 
as pressing. Nevertheless, moderation consistently characterise their expectations and is incorporated 
as a moderator in their ‘theories of change’ (i.e., their assumptions about how change may occur in 
the specific context). For example: 

I think we’ll move on this in phases, because we, as a company, don’t move very quickly 
on things. We prefer chewing everything thoroughly, and [discussing] from all different 
viewpoints. We need to understand everything before we can actually execute stuff, 
right? […] But I hope that this, like so many other things here, is a journey, and that we 
can slowly get somewhere. 

Secondly, the family metaphor may further imply connotations of patriarchal family structures 
underscored by the idea of the founders of the company. Besides the ‘Make John Proud’ campaign, 
the patriarchal symbolism of the founders is maintained through their ‘physical’ presence in the form 
of two highly idealised portraits in the large entrance of the corporate headquarters. ‘The father’ 
represents an archetypical leadership figure which is both benefactor and centralised authority 
(Steyrer, 1998). Patriarchal families have a clear division of labour, and the female role is usually that 
of ‘helper’ (Acker, 1990), which does not align well with an ambition to empower women in the 
company. Further, when the founders are maintained as the original and ideal leader of the company 
today, the heritage narrative risks contributing to the reproduction of masculine leadership norms 
which may affect whether women are attracted to leadership roles as well how their performance as 
leaders is judged (e.g., Kanter, 1977; Broadbridge & Hearn, 2008; Timmers et al., 2010). 

In sum, some aspects of the heritage narrative may likely serve as a support factor for the new EDIP. 
However, the idea that change towards gender equality is necessarily ‘risky’ and the family metaphor 
require significant reframing, as patriarchal family structures have historically been detrimental to 
women’s economic and political empowerment (Millett, 1970; Echols, 1989; Thornham, 2001). 

 

The ‘forgotten’ gender diversity initiative 

While the narrative of the former, forgotten GDI describes an initiative viewed by organisational 
members as a disappointment, this narrative may also serve as a support factor for the new EDIP. 
There are important lessons to learn from the previous initiative, however, only few incorporate them 
actively in the planning of the EDIP. One HR practitioner explicitly distances the new EDIP from the old 
GDI by saying that they are doing their research and preparations much more thoroughly this time 
around. When the internal investigation and the gender pay gap analysis were commissioned, the 
people charged with the tasks were informed that these analyses would form the basis of further 
actions, although nothing was written on paper as to what or when these next actions would be. Now, 
one employee involved in the planning of the EDIP states that the team would rather postpone 
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implementation until the timing is ‘absolutely right’. Absolutely right here connotes a long-term 
orientation which ensures the presence of designated individuals to execute initial as well as 
subsequent steps. Comprehensive planning also includes realistic expectation-setting with respect to 
how long concrete actions will take in order to accommodate potential bottlenecks and accompanying 
frustration if delays occur. Another research participant commented on the ‘dosage’ of actions, saying 
that the organisation knows from experience that if they ‘sail off full steam ahead, they will run out of 
gas too quickly’. This seems to suggest that, for the company, launching actions in subsequent steps 
or phases as opposed to everything at once may be the sensible strategy, which holds the potential to 
contribute positively to the programme’s long-term sustainability. These are examples of how learning 
outcomes from previous experiences positively feed into people’s ‘theories of change’ relating to the 
planning of the EDIP. 

Furthermore, in the company’s work on the EDIP, a central point of contention revolves around the 
degree of communication. One HR leader draws on the work of famous consultancy companies such 
as the Boston Consulting Group and McKinsey, when she argues that ‘those companies that do best 
with respect to gender and diversity communicate everything’ (e.g., Cuellar et al., 2017). Whereas 
others argue that the company is still in a ‘learning process with respect to gender’, finding out what 
it is capable of, and that communication should therefore be limited. Presumably, caution led 
management to keep communication about the GDI at a minimum, fearing bad publicity if the report 
and the pay gap analysis turned out to demonstrate discrimination. 

Keeping information about the existence of the initiative among management and the few employees 
involved in concrete tasks risks hampering impact. Ensuring transparency, on the other hand, by 
communicating about the initiative increases accountability and therefore holds a ‘performative 
potential’. Christensen and his colleagues (2013) argue that intention statements, strategy documents 
etc. constitute descriptions of a desired future state towards which the organisation is currently 
working to progress. Consequently, discrepancies between what the organisation says it does and 
what it actually does are inevitable – even desirable. Such discrepancies are indeed necessary, as their 
elimination constitutes a source of motivation and they ensure organisations some degree of latitude 
to explore and create new practices (p. 378). Consequently, when the case company reduces 
communication by restricting information about GE actions to leadership levels, this ‘performative 
potential’ may be lost at the cost of impact. 

Nevertheless, if the company decides to strengthen accountability towards stakeholders by increasing 
communication, two things seem pertinent. First, integrating extensive, ongoing and holistic 
evaluation into short and long-term GE programme planning and implementation is crucial in order to 
activate high levels of continuous learning (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Cacace, 2017; 2019). And secondly, 
to ensure trustworthiness, a willingness to communicate not only about successful interventions is 
important. Sharing evaluations which indicate the inadequacy of steps taken demonstrates how 
explorations towards the most effective actions occur (Ibid.; see also Benschop & Verloo, 2012). Here, 
executive leadership plays a central role. The literature stresses that leaders must demonstrate and 
communicate sustained, long-term motivation and commitment to the gender agenda (Pitts, 2007; 
De Vries, 2015; Nielsen, 2017). In the case company, sustained and explicit leadership commitment 
may contribute to preventing inertia from reoccurring. Reframing GE actions from being ‘risky’ to 
being prerequisite in order for the company to live up to its values and CSR represents one 
communicative strategy through which leaders may justify commitment. This may be done by 
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anchoring the EDIP solidly and unwaveringly in the heritage narrative. Finally, the problem areas 
identified by the previous GDI report and gender pay gap analysis may serve as a starting point on 
which to build the EDIP. This way, the company may also attempt to change the narrative of the GDI 
as a disappointment and the output produced will turn from ‘forgotten’ to applied. 

 

5. Lessons learnt 

Based on the analysis, three important ‘takeaways’ stand out: communication, leadership 
commitment, and comprehensive evaluation. The goal of improving gender equality (equity in 
leadership, cultural change or otherwise) presumably aligns well with the corporate values of the 
company. Explicitly and consistently anchoring GE programme design, planning, implementation and 
evaluation in the company’s heritage may prove valuable in legitimising GE efforts. However, an 
extensive and diversified communication strategy is needed to avoid the pitfalls associated with 
engaging the heritage narrative described above, including the potentially problematic aspects of the 
family metaphor vis-à-vis fostering women in leadership. Effective communication activities require 
considerations about the content of messages, language, communication channels and target 
audiences. Communications to employees and external stakeholders increase accountability, which 
may facilitate internal support and contribute to a smoother implementation of the company's new 
EDIP (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Cacace, 2019).  

Open communication about GE activities and results further signal organisational transparency and 
commitment. Closely related hereto is the issue of leadership commitment. Pitts (2007) states that 
‘diversity initiatives should come from the top of the organisation in order to be perceived as credible 
and worthwhile’ (p. 1583). Therefore, GE programmes depend on the explicit support and 
commitment from executives (Nielsen, 2017). To say something would (in most cases) imply that one 
believes it and is, thus, accompanied by a social contract that the speaker will live up to that espoused 
belief. This way, statements have performative qualities which commit the organisation to act in a 
certain manner (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969; Christensen et al., 2013). Given its founding values, one 
might argue that the case company has already made that commitment long ago. Now, it is taking 
steps to live up to the high moral standards installed in it by its founders by addressing gender 
inequality. 

The literature, including this special issue (Marra, 2020; Kalpazidou Schmidt & Graversen, 2020), 
stresses the importance of defining clear milestones, goals and targets, and of conducting ongoing, 
multi-level, qualitative and quantitative evaluations of GE change programmes. Such evaluations will 
enable the company to assess whether it is in fact living up to its own high moral standards and to 
identify potential adverse areas. Moreover, having a system in place to monitor and analyse ‘change-
as-it-happens’ (Dawson, 2011) allows for reflexive and continuous learning about the activated change 
processes (Kalpazidou Schmidt & Cacace, 2019). For example, when and how the risk-averse, cautious 
cultural trait of the company affects GE work by making employees moderate their expectations with 
respect to what can be achieved through GE initiatives; or if and how (limited) levels of communication 
may potentially be undermining well-intentioned GE efforts. As emphasised throughout this article, 
however, the company cannot one-sidedly focus on the present and future; it must also engage with 
its ‘historicity’. GE programme planning and evaluation are temporal activities. While change planning 
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and evaluation may be considered the – if not conscious, then at least liminal – ways in which 
considerations of time are entwined with organisational activities, it may also be so in more subtle 
ways. What having the historicity concept as the theoretical backdrop of this article has made evident 
is the complex ways in which the past is present in the present as well as in articulations of the future; 
namely, research participants’ ‘theories of change’.  

In sum, the article contributes to the literature on GE work in knowledge-intensive organisations by 
exploring whether and how organisational, cultural narratives may serve as support factors for GE 
programme planning, implementation and evaluation. The combination of the narrative analysis with 
my use of the historicity concept alongside the ‘theory of change’ approach has proven particularly 
insightful to this end. In this study, the company's origins have been mythologised into the heritage 
narrative, and the multiple events and experiences of past GE actions have been condensed into (what 
I have constructed as) the narrative of the ‘forgotten’ GDI. These narratives were empirically 
substantiated through a creative and iterative process across multiple data sources. Interpretations 
therefore emerge in fleeting, elusive ways that are often difficult to pinpoint exactly, which may be 
considered a limitation to the undertaken approach. The analysis should therefore most accurately be 
understood as ‘a particular construction of reality as seen through the lens of a set of interpretation-
guiding concepts’ (Esmark, Laustsen & Andersen, 2005: 11, translated from Danish). As I have stressed, 
the relative ‘truth’ of cultural narratives may be less important. Their value lies in their meaning and 
what they can tell us about the empirical phenomenon of interest in a specific setting. Still, in order 
for qualitative-interpretivist research to be persuasive, choices concerning method must align with 
the methodology6 (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013: 19), and conclusions drawn from the empirical 
material must be logically consistent and theoretically-anchored to be credible (Welch & Piekkari, 
2017). While generalisations based on a single case study may be problematic, in-depth insights into 
the role of organisational culture in GE work is intrinsically valuable and contributes to the collective 
knowledge accumulation relating to the specific research field and topic (Flyvbjerg, 2010). 

Through the two narratives, this article has illustrated how culture gives sense and direction to GE 
programme planning and that organisational narratives may in different – and not always 
straightforward – ways serve as support factors for GE programme planning and implementation, if 
they are actively but mindfully engaged. Based on the discussion of linkages, the article offers some 
tentative suggestions as to how the potential of cultural narratives as support factors for GE work may 
be mobilised. While positive cultural narratives may entail problematic gender dimensions, which 
require attention, negative cultural narratives may entail important learning outcomes for future GE 
actions which evaluation can help make explicit. Finally, the article offers a rich example to 
organisational GE policymakers and practitioners of how to engage in cultural analysis and of how 
improved knowledge about the organisational culture may contribute to creating those conditions 
that can facilitate change towards gender equality. 

  

                                                           
6 In other words, the ‘presuppositions about the “reality status” (ontology) of what is being studied and its 
“know-ability” (epistemology)’ (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013: 19) must correspond. 
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6. Appendix 

About the case company 

The case company employs more than 15,000 people working in 300 offices in 35 countries around 
the world. Its regions include the Nordics, the United Kingdom and Continental Europe, North 
America, the Middle East and Asia-Pacific. Its biggest markets are buildings, transport, urban planning 
and design, water, energy and environment, as well as management consulting. As such, the 
employees come from diverse educational and professional backgrounds. 

Since its inception, the company has been carried by a set of strong values championed by the 
founders. They practiced these values, for instance, by securing the company’s long-term survival 
through a governance structure that places the vast majority ownership7 in a corporate foundation. 
The central task of the foundation, and the delegates who manage it, is to ensure the company’s 
continued compliance with the founders’ values, including employee wellbeing. Firstly, the founders 
wished that profits were to be dedicated to philanthropic causes, but mostly reinvested in the 
company for the benefit of the employees. Secondly, contributing positively to society, civic 
engagement and concern for the environment were always part of the founders’ vision for the 
company. Today, the company is, among other things, held accountable for its commitment to 
sustainability through its status as a signatory to the United Nations’ Global Compact.8 Diversity and 
gender equality are also focus areas within the Global Compact framework, meaning that the company 
has integrated discrimination into its annual CSR reporting since 2011. In 2017, the overall gender 
distribution within the company was 66‒34 per cent male‒female. The share of women at D level 
leadership was 25 per cent, at C level 21 per cent, and at B level 10 per cent. Successor pools of women 
at these levels fluctuate at around 25 per cent. 

In 2013, following the implementation of the Danish ‘soft quota’ legislation, the company developed 
policies for non-discrimination and equal treatment together with gender targets for leadership. The 
company’s so-called ‘Gender Diversity Initiative’ (GDI) was also launched at around this time. It 
included four main areas: 1) A thorough internal investigation of the current state of the problem, 
perceptions, views and wishes of employees with respect to equality, together with recommendations 
for actions; 2) a pay gap analysis; 3) efforts to ensure gender-neutral corporate communications and 
4) gender targets for leadership and gender-aware succession planning. 

Following the GDI, the company started to experience increasing client demands with respect to 
diversity and equality. In 2017, the company therefore began developing its ‘Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion Programme’ (EDIP), which aims to: 1) raise awareness about unconscious bias and 
implement strategies to mitigate cultural and structural biases; 2) map regional barriers to EDI across 
its international branches; 3) develop top female leadership talent; and 4) increase and diversify 
communication efforts to internal and external stakeholders. 

                                                           
7 95.5%; the remainder is owned by employees. 

8 A voluntary initiative based on leadership commitment to implement universal sustainability principles, incl. 
the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals. Participation requires sustainability reporting on a diverse 
range of areas, including human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption. (www.unglobalcompact.com) 

http://www.unglobalcompact.com/
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Due to its lengthy history and perhaps especially its brand as civically engaged, the company holds a 
particular position in Denmark. It is often invited by state agencies and public servants to participate 
in events, conferences, etc. as representative of ‘the Nordic way’ of living and working, often in 
relation to topics such as the environment, sustainability and world-famous Danish design and 
architecture.  
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