
 
 

   

General Rights 
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners 
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognize and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights. 

 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research. 
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain  
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal 

If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and 
investigate your claim. 
 

This coversheet template is made available by AU Library 
Version 1.0, October 2016 

 

Coversheet 
 
This is the accepted manuscript (post-print version) of the article. 
Contentwise, the post-print version is identical to the final published version, but there may be 
differences in typography and layout.  
 
How to cite this publication 
Please cite the final published version: 
 
 
Gram , H., & Grøn, C. H. (2020). One of the Boys? Gender Similarities and Differences in Human 
Capital among Senior Civil Servants in Denmark. Scandinavian Political Studies, 43(4), 241-263. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12169 
 
 

Publication metadata 
 
Title: One of the Boys? Gender Similarities and Differences in Human Capital 

among Senior Civil Servants in Denmark 
Author(s): Hjalte Gram, Caroline Howard Grøn 
Journal: Scandinavian Political Studies, 43(4), 241-263 
DOI/Link: https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12169 
Document  version: Accepted manuscript (post-print) 

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12169
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12169


1 
 

 

One of the Boys? Gender similarities and differences in human capital among senior civil servants in 

Denmark  

Hjalte Gram, independent researcher  

Caroline Howard Grøn, Associate Professor, Crown Prince Frederik Center for Public Leadership, 

Department of Political Science, Aarhus University  

 

Abstract 

Studies have shown how women are underrepresented in senior executive positions in public and 

private organizations. Equal representation matters both for reasons of performance and legitimacy, 

and to understand the mechanisms behind the glass ceiling, we explore if the women making it to the 

top of the Danish civil service differ from the men who do so. We want to understand if senior executive 

positions require something different of women than men. Using a dataset consisting of the entire 

career trajectory of all senior civil servants in Denmark, we find that, on numerous human capital 

dimensions, the women and men making it to the top are quite similar, e.g. in terms of tenure and 

educational level However, we find on the one hand that men are more often employed in the most 

prestigious departments and at the same time, it seems that men with a profile deviating from the norm 

are more likely to make it to the top than women. This may indicate that the most prestigious positions 

– also in terms of early-career positions – are less accessible to women, and that women are less willing 

to apply for jobs outside their usual domain, or that those responsible for recruitment are less willing to 

take a chance on a woman with a slightly unorthodox profile. Hence, our study indicates that greater 

interest should be paid to the dynamics keeping women at lower levels of the hierarchy and possibly to 

encourage them to apply for top positions. 
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Introduction 

Women and men have different career patterns in both the public and private sectors, and numerous 

studies have documented gender differences regarding pay and advancement (Alkadry et al. 2017; 

Bowling et al. 2006; Yu 2018). In a recent study, the Danish Leadership and Management Commission 

documented how, while women constitute 60 percent of the first-line managers in Denmark, the share 

of women falls to 44 percent at the intermediate level and 36 percent at the senior management level 

(Ledelseskommissionen 2017, 20). This is even more noteworthy considering how Denmark generally 

has high levels of societal gender equality (according to UNDP Human Development Reports1). 

These differences are relevant for two reasons. Numerous studies in the field of representative 

bureaucracy have revealed that a diverse workforce improves performance in public organizations, 

which is not least the case for gender differences (Selden 1997; Sowa & Selden 2003; Meier & 

Nicholson-Crotty 2006; Andrews & Miller 2013; Riccucci et al. 2014; Nielsen 2015; Maranto et al. 2018;  

Yu 2018). As regards the upper organizational echelons, however, our knowledge is more limited (Dolan 

2000 being one exception in the representative bureaucracy literature). While Opstrup and Villadsen 

(2015) find that gender diversity in management teams in Danish municipalities is related to better 

financial performance, Yang et al. (2019) report mixed findings in the private sector literature. Whereas 

the performance effects question may still be unsettled at the executive level, important legitimacy 

arguments are also at play concerning equity between men and women (Blessett et al. 2019) as also 

reflected in the UN sustainable developments goals (UNDP 2014, 8). 

Several studies have shown that women face glass walls and ceilings when climbing organizational 

hierarchies (Hymowitz & Schellhardt 1986; Bass & Avolio 1994; Miller et al. 1999; Reid et al. 2003; Hsieh 

& Winslow 2006; Nasser 2018a; Yu 2018). Nevertheless, some do indeed break through these walls and 

ceilings and become senior managers in both the private and public sectors. The existing literature 

points to the structural barriers making it more difficult for women than for men to make it to the top 

(Bass & Avolio 1994; Miller et al. 1999). To supplement this, we argue that it may also prove valuable to 

study the women who manage to smash the glass ceiling (following Choi 2015; Naff 1994) in order to 

                                                           
1 See http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/DNK. 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/DNK
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understand the dynamics behind the disproportionate representation of women among senior 

executives.  

A number of different factors could be analyzed to understand potential differences between men and 

women. Especially in merit-based systems, we would very often explore manager performance as a key 

variable (Petrovsky et al. 2017). As Boyne et al. (2010) argue, however, performance criteria cannot be 

understood as the sole explanatory factor in understanding executive turnover. We turn to a set of 

factors that are quite often related to performance: the human capital of individual executives (Naff 

1994; Melamed 1995a, 1995b; Metz & Tharenou 2001; Terjesen et al. 2009; Choi 2015). Human capital 

is understood as ‘an individual’s cumulative stocks of education, skills, and experience in enhancing 

cognitive and productive capabilities that benefit the individual and his/her organization’ (Terjesen et al. 

2009, 322). We focus on central elements of the executive’s human capital to explore the extent to 

which different demands are made on women compared to men. 

 

Our dataset consists of biographical, longitudinal data of practically all senior civil servants employed in 

the Danish central government in 2017 (excluding only 5 of 265 individuals due to missing data). The 

data is collected from various data sources, primarily LinkedIn. The data allows us to explore what 

characterizes the women, who actually make it to the top, in terms of their human capital and compare 

these characteristics to the men who have also made it to this level. Hence, we set out to answer the 

following: 

Does making it to the apex of the Danish civil service require something different of women than men in 

terms of their human capital? 

The Danish civil service is interesting in light of Denmark being one of the most gender-equal countries 

in the world and, compared to other countries, Denmark has a number of public services in place (e.g., 

pertaining to child- and eldercare), which facilitate female labor market participation.2 Finally, the 

Danish civil service is a meritocracy to the very top (Christensen et al. 2014) in the sense that politicians 

can only appoint a limited number of special advisors outside of the ministerial chain of command, all of 

the civil servants in our sample therefore being recruited on the basis of merit (Grøn & Salomonsen 

2020). We argue that these characteristics should all support universal standards of merit promoting 

                                                           
2 https://denmark.dk/society-and-business/equality. While this does not mean that women and men have equal 
access to managerial positions, see, e.g., https://www.bcg.com/en-nor/perspectives/215574. 

https://denmark.dk/society-and-business/equality
https://www.bcg.com/en-nor/perspectives/215574
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men and women on equal terms and, hence, serve as a least-likely case for differences in career 

patterns between men and women. 

While we find remarkable similarities among the women and men at the apex of the Danish civil service, 

we do find that more men with a slightly ’unorthodox profile’, meaning they have not had the same 

career path as most others, in this group, perhaps indicating that women may be less willing to apply for 

jobs at the ‘edge of their profile’ or that recruiters are less willing to take a chance on a woman than 

men.  

In the following section, we present the studies that have previously addressed questions similar to ours 

and clarify our contribution to this literature. We then discuss how human capital can be used as the 

basis for exploring characteristics of the careers of the men and women at the apex of the Danish civil 

service. After presenting our data and methodology, we analyze the data. The article closes with 

discussion of the implications of our findings. 

Comparing Career Patterns of Men and Women: Human capital and career advancement  

In this section, we first review the studies, which have been done comparing the career advancement of 

men and women and following, we discuss the dimensions of human capital included in this paper 

based on this previous literature.  

As mentioned above, few existing studies in the academic literature compare the careers of men and 

women, especially within the public sector context. In the Australian context with a dataset including 

both the private and public sectors, Tharenou et al. (1994) analyze the career advancement of men and 

women, and Metz and Tharenou (2001) study the same with a sample of Australian bankers. While we 

can gain important inspiration from the private and mixed-sector literature, there are important 

differences between the private and public sectors (Rainey 2009; Rainey and Chun 2005). Senior civil 

servants must be able to navigate in a political organization also in Denmark which has a merit 

bureaucracy (Hustedt and Salomonsen 2014). We see these differences, e.g. when Yang et al. (2019) 

discuss the importance of investor relations and market mechanisms, compared to an interest in 

‘political astuteness’ (Hartley et al. 2015, 198), a political skillset enabling public managers to facilitate 

agreement between competing interests to achieve public value or ‘political craft’ (Goetz 1997, 754), 

the ability to assess political implications of a proposal and help to design the policy process as to ensure 

the realization of the goals of the minister. Hence, we may expect that the public context can affect the 
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relative importance of different dimensions of human capital. This becomes especially relevant, when 

we discuss managerial insiderness below.  

In the public sector context, Naff (1994, 510) has shown how factors such as education and tenure affect 

women and men differently. While Naff uses different data sources, it is not possible to identify the 

senior managers in her analysis. More recently, Yujin Choi (2015) studies civil servants using survey data 

from South Korea, but only with female respondents, which obviously prevents comparison between 

men and women. In a more recent article, Sungjoo Choi (2019) studies the differences between men 

and women using a survey among US federal employees. Like Choi (2019), Maranto et al. (2018) study 

career advancement for men and women among first-level managers, however in US public schools. 

While these studies provide useful information, we argue that our study complements them by focusing 

on senior executives using longitudinal data, including the entire population  of senior civil servants in 

Denmark, and not relying on survey data. We also argue that our Danish sample supplements the Anglo-

Saxon literature by investigating how some of the previously tested mechanisms may work in a different 

cultural context and at the executive level. We find the application in a Danish context particularly 

relevant due to the overall level of gender equality in Denmark, which, as we will argue, makes Denmark 

a hard case for finding the mechanisms previously identified in different cultural contexts. 

In order to be able to identify differences between the career patterns of men and women, we discuss a 

human capital approach in the following section. 

Dimensions of human capital  

Based on our definition of human capital we focus on four dimensions of human capital; previous 

tenure, managerial insiderness, mobility and education. Since previous studies (Naff 1994; Tharenou et 

al. 1994; Choi 2015) present different gendered effects regarding the variables we discus here, and 

Tharenou and Conroy (1994) find limited differences, we do not propose hypotheses based on their 

work, as their samples are quite different from ours. Instead, we discuss a number of variables which 

the existing literature leads us to believe will affect career advancement, albeit without any clear 

expectations regarding potential gendered effects. 

Previous Tenure 

Management experience shapes performance and career advancement (Tharenou et al. 1994; Metz & 

Tharenou 2001; Choi 2015; Jadhav et al. 2015; Petrovsky et al. 2015). While climbing the public 
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organization hierarchy obviously takes time, hence benefitting managers with longer tenure, the 

literature also points to the competences and relationships built over time, which may support a 

manager’s bid for an executive position. Furthermore, managers develop their leadership identity over 

time (Day & Harrison 2007; DeRue & Ashford 2010; Seidle et al. 2016), gradually assuming the role as 

leader and ensuring followership from subordinates as this identity thickens. Whereas Maranto et al. 

(2018) show that female elementary school teachers advance their careers more slowly than do their 

male colleagues, we do not know if a similar tendency can be found among the most successful mangers 

at the apex of the public sector. We therefore set out to explore if it takes women longer to reach the 

upper managerial ranks of the Danish civil service. 

Managerial Insiderness 

However, not all types of experience are equally important. Petrovsky et al. (2017) theorize the concept 

of managerial insiderness in their study of turnover. Drawing on upper echelon theory from the generic 

management literature, they argue that previous experience in an organization that resembles the 

position, the manager is currently in, reduces turnover (Hambrick & Mason 1984; Karaevli 2007). The 

concept of managerial insiderness emphasizes that the experiences gained (e.g., inside and outside 

government) may not be equally useful to ensure organizational performance and career advancement 

in executive positions. In our case, we would expect that civil service experience before entering a top 

job might prove more valuable to reach the top of the civil service than, for example, private sector 

experience (which may prove more relevant at other points in the career, as discussed below). However, 

we further distinguish between different types of experience within the civil service. 

First, we distinguish between being situated in a government agency or department. Agencies typically 

take care of running operations, whereas departments deal with the political work directed toward 

parliament and servicing the minister (Verhost et al. 2012, Mortensen 2014). We expect department 

experience to be more relevant to a top position than agency experience. While one might argue that 

agency experience would be more relevant to gain a top job in an agency than experience from a 

department, we argue that due to the fact that top managers in agencies interact much more with the 

political level than do the managers below them, experience from a department is highly relevant to 

senior agency positions. 

Secondly, not all ministries are equal. In terms of career perspectives and workload, working in the 

Ministry of Finance is a different world than working in the Ministry of Ecclesiastical Affairs. While it is a 
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difficult empirical question a priori to define which portfolios in a given national context and a given 

governmental constellation are more or less prestigious (Studlar & Moncrief 1999), we argue that, in the 

Danish context, the Prime Minister’s Office and the Ministries of Finance, Justice and Foreign Affairs are 

generally regarded as the most prestigious which is reflected by the fact that the permanent secretaries 

in these departments are typically placed in a higher salary grade than other permanent secretaries.3 

While we have no hypotheses regarding the effects of managerial insiderness for men compared to 

women, we argue that women have traditionally been seen as being more challenged by family 

obligations in relation to filling the most prestigious jobs in the Danish civil service (Tharenou et al. 1994; 

Metz & Tharenou 2001; Tower & Alkadry 2008). Hence, we may expect fewer women to obtain 

insiderness, although we do not know if this is more or less important for women to ensure career 

advancement. 

Mobility 

However, just as studies have found managerial insiderness to matter for career advancement, studies 

have also documented the importance of mobility for career advancement (Markham et al. 1983; 

Tharenou & Conroy 1994; Metz & Tharenou 2001). Naff (1994, 510) analyzes geographical relocations, 

but non-geographical mobility has become increasingly important in public administration in recent 

years, as attention has been directed toward the increasing importance of collaborative governance 

across the public-private divide and among parts of the public sector as well as toward the importance 

for public managers to be able to facilitate such cooperation (Emerson et al. 2012; Dickinson & Sullivan 

2014). This has led to calls for public managers to act as boundary spanners (Williams 2002), 

understanding the cultures of different types of organizations and being able to act as cultural brokers 

between them. Hence, the potential benefits of having previous experience from outside the civil 

service seem to mirror the benefits usually ascribed to mobility within the generic management 

literature. However, whereas studies in the private sector context (Tharenou & Conroy 1994) argue that 

women may be less willing to relocate and that mobility may prove more difficult for women than men 

due to family concerns, we do not know if such differences also exist in the executive layer of the Danish 

civil service. 

                                                           
3 https://modst.dk/hr/ministervederlag-departementschefer-og-saerlige-raadgivere/fakta-om-
departementschefer/ 
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The literature on glass walls (Miller et al. 1999; Reid et al. 2003; Nasser 2018b) also argues that women 

tend to begin their careers within areas that are less likely to promote a managerial career. In the civil 

service context, this may be understood as women starting their careers in education or social policy, for 

example, whereas more men start in the Ministry of Finance, which generally holds the ambition to 

export managers to the rest of the public sector. We also explore if there are important differences 

between men and women regarding the policy areas in which they begin their careers. 

Education 

Education, an important element of human capital, is often studied in relation to the representation of 

women in executive positions (Tharenou et al. 1994; Choi 2015; Metz & Tharenou 2001; Terjesen et al. 

2009, 322) and has been found to be a strong predictor of career advancement. Whereas research has 

traditionally argued that women have lower educational levels than men (Tharenou et al. 1994, 906), 

more recent research indicates that women are increasingly better educated than men (Terjesen et al. 

2009). 

Education is often modelled according to the education level of the surveyed executives (Metz & 

Tharenou 2001; Choi 2015; Petrovsky et al. 2017). Almost all Danish executives have completed 

graduate studies, and we include a measure of the subject in which executives received their master’s 

degree.4 

We argue that the educational background of executives (i.e., the subject of their graduate studies) may 

indicate differences in levels of human capital. We therefore explore the educational backgrounds we 

find among senior civil servants. We have no clear hypotheses regarding the extent to which men and 

women have different educational backgrounds when entering the senior civil service, and we approach 

this question in an explorative manner. 

Data and Methodology 

Research context 

Our study is based on data from the Danish civil service at the national government level. The Danish 

public sector is organized in three sectors, with approximately 25 percent of the public budget being 

                                                           
4 Most Danish civil servants enter the civil service with a master’s degree from the social sciences (e.g., economics, 
law and political science), but other subjects may also be qualifying. Some civil servants also being a managerial 
career with a background in the police or armed forces, which have their own education systems (Christiansen et 
al. 2001). 
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spent at the national level (Statistics Denmark 2017). The level of national government develops new 

policies, coordinates between policy sectors, provides some services (e.g., defense and policing) and 

finally handles relations with other countries (Grøn & Salomonsen 2020). 

In Denmark, the central government is characterized by a very low degree of formal politicization; 

politicians are only allowed to recruit a very limited number of special advisors, who leave their position 

with the minister (Salomonsen & Knudsen 2011; Christiansen & Salomonsen 2018), and all civil servants 

are recruited on the basis of merit. 

The hierarchy among civil servants in the Danish government is relatively simple: entry-level (typically 

with the title ‘Fuldmægtig’), head of division, deputy permanent secretary (in departments)/deputy 

director general (in agencies), director general and permanent secretary (Christiansen et al. 2001). 

Entry-level civil servants might be promoted to special consultant or chief consultant, but it is not a 

mandatory step towards a position as head of division (Christiansen et al. 2001). All job openings in the 

civil service must be posted and top positions formally have to be processed by the government’s board 

of appointments (Christiansen et al. 2001). Senior managers can be recruited from the private sector but 

the candidate will typically have extensive experience with central government administration 

(Christiansen et al. 2001). 

While this research context obviously differs extensively from systems in which more civil servants are 

politically recruited (see, e.g., Bach & Veit 2017), we argue that the underlying gender dynamics related 

to the proximity to the political level are very similar across different institutional set-ups. 

Population 

Almost all the senior civil servants in the Danish central government administration in 2017 are included 

in the study. It should be noted that there is no clear-cut definition of the organizations constituting the 

central governmental administration, and previous studies use different operationalizations 

(Christiansen et al. 2001; Jensen & Olsen 2000). In order to minimize judgement, we use a restrictive, 

structural operationalization in which the central governmental administration is defined as ministries’ 

departments and agencies/directorates. Independent authorities, educational institutions, research 

centers, cultural institutions, independent public companies, councils and foundations are therefore not 

included in the study. Exceptions are made for four specific authorities and institutions that are included 

because their responsibilities and tasks are very similar to those of agencies: the Danish National Police, 
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Statistics Denmark, the Danish National Archives and the State Administration. Using this 

operationalization, 75 organizations are part of the central government (see Appendix A). 

Senior civil servants are defined as the individuals in a central body of government administration who 

have other managers reporting to them and who are reporting to the director general, the permanent 

secretary or the minister. Hence, senior civil servants are either the ‘first or second in command’ in their 

organization. In departments, the permanent secretary is the former and the deputy permanent 

secretaries are the latter, whereas the agencies are managed by a director general and one or more 

deputy director generals. Some organizations deviate from the conventional titles but will be 

categorized with the conventional title that matches the individual’s position in the organizational 

hierarchy. 

Dataset 

The dataset consists of biographical, longitudinal data of almost all senior civil servants in the Danish 

government in 2017. It covers the complete career trajectories from graduation to current employment, 

including organizations and titles. The dataset is constructed in two phases using multiple data sources. 

In the first phase, the names of all senior civil servants were gathered from the organizations’ official 

websites. All departments and agencies had an organizational chart rendering it possible to determine 

who was part of senior management. 

In the second phase, educational background and all previous employment were gathered from open 

sources, primarily LinkedIn, the organizations’ webpages, news media, Kraks Blå Bog (Danish equivalent 

of Who’s Who) and Hof & Stat (the government’s yearly staff report). The dataset mainly consists of self-

reported information, the drawback of which is that data can be imprecise or tweaked in order to 

portray more linear career advancement. The risk of outright false information should be relatively 

small, however, due to the public exposure of senior civil servants. To cover any remaining major gaps, 

the information was requested by contacting the person directly. 

The population consists of 265 persons. Five deputy directors were excluded from the dataset due to 

missing data. For the remaining 260 persons in our dataset, gaps are relatively limited: There are 49 gaps 

of 1‒10 years duration where the employment status is unknown, summing to 150 years. The sum of 

years since graduation for all civil servants in the dataset is 6141, meaning that 98 percent of the senior 

civil servants’ entire careers are mapped. See appendix B for a composition of the dataset. 
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The dataset is supplemented with register data5 showing the gender distribution of lower level civil 

servants (head of division, chief/special consultant and entry level positions) in 2017 which is used to 

analyze to recruitment pool.  

Methodology 

We analyze human capital dimensions using descriptive statistics, mainly the comparison of means and 

proportions among men and women. Since the dataset essentially includes the entire population, there 

is in principal no need to test for statistical significance. However, since senior civil servants continuously 

change jobs and are being replaced, we use two-sample t-test and two-proportion z-test to measure the 

robustness of our results. This does not mean that we automatically reject insignificant results, as we 

argue that the differences, we find in our analysis, reflect the real differences in the population at that 

specific point in time. 

 

Results: Men and Women at the Top of the Danish Civil Service 

Among the 260 senior managers in our dataset, 77 (30 percent) are women and 183 (70 percent) are 

men. In terms of hierarchical position, 19 (hereof 16 percent women) were first-in-command in a 

department, 73 (26 percent women) were second-in-command in a department, 52 (29 percent women) 

were first-in-command in an agency and 116 (34 percent women) were second-in-command in an 

agency. Female representation is notably higher in agencies than departments and unsurprisingly lowest 

among the 19 permanent secretaries who are at the top of the hierarchy. Looking at policy areas (see 

Appendix C for operationalization) in table 1, there is also notable variation in female representation 

with Taxation having more female than male senior managers and Defense being the least gender 

diverse policy area. 

Table 1 also shows female representation among lower-level civil servants which constitute the primary 

recruitment pool for senior manager positions. For entry-level positions (salary scale below 35), there 

are generally more women than men (54 percent), and only two policy areas (Defense and 

Transportation and Energy) had a noteworthy overrepresentation of men. For the next level, chief and 

special consultants (salary scale 35-36), women are generally not underrepresented. However, when 

                                                           
5 http://www.oes-cs.dk/fhdb/ 

http://www.oes-cs.dk/fhdb/
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looking at those who are third-in-command (salary scale 37), female representation drops to 41 percent 

across policy areas with the largest reductions from head of division to senior manager found in Culture 

and Ecclesiastical Affairs, Education and Employment.  

Table 1. Pct. women across policy areas and hierarchical levels 

Policy area Entry-level Chief/special 
consultants 

Head of 
division 

Senior 
manager 

Business 56.8% 53.4% 46.2% 20.7% 
Culture and Ecclesiastical Affairs 53.9% 55.1% 57.8% 23.1% 
Defense 30.6% 37.3% 14.4% 9.5% 
Education 60.0% 45.1% 62.5% 30.0% 
Employment 62.6% 60.5% 53.8% 27.3% 
Environment and Food 61.4% 58.1% 46.3% 30.8% 
Finance 47.7% 44.3% 40.1% 29.4% 
Foreign Affairs 60.7% 41.2% 27.0% 27.3% 
Higher Education and Science 70.3% 56.4% 37.1% 25.0% 
Interior 67.4% 54.9% 45.7% 39.5% 
Justice 67.5% 53.6% 40.6% 45.5% 
Prime Minister's Office* 66.2% 27.2% 0.0% 20.0% 
Taxation 65.9% 49.4% 40.7% 61.5% 
Transportation and Energy 38.5% 39.0% 40.6% 19.4% 
All policy areas 54.1% 49.5% 40.5% 29.6% 
N 26.100 6.355 1.151 260 

* Only five head of division and six senior managers were employed in the Prime Minister’s Office 

Thus, the underrepresentation of women at the top of the Danish civil service cannot merely be 

explained by the gender composition at lower levels. With this in mind, we compare variables related to 

previous tenure, managerial insiderness, mobility and education for the senior managers. 

Previous Tenure 

We start our analysis by exploring previous tenure. As argued above, we do so by analyzing if women 

spend more or less time reaching the upper managerial ranks in the Danish civil service. We do so, first, 

by comparing the average number of years from graduation to first position as manager and first 

position as senior manager (first executive position) among men and women. Graduation is defined as 

the year when the person completed an education that qualifies for a position as civil servant. A 

managerial position is defined as having employees reporting to you and a position as senior manager is 

defined as having managers reporting to you. 

Table 2. Average Years from Graduation to Managerial Position 

Position Men Women Difference 
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Manager 9.5 9.4 0.1 
Senior manager 15.1 15.5 -0.4 
N 183 77  

T-test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Table 2 shows no noteworthy difference in years from graduation to first manager and executive 

position between men and women. However, some of the civil servants advanced their careers and 

obtained their first management position outside the central government administration, where 

advancement norms and rules might be different. Pace of advancement is therefore tested separately 

for senior civil servants who have spent almost their entire career in government administration, which 

we define as having been employed in non-central government organizations for a total of less than five 

years. 

Disaggregating our data, we find that civil servants who have primarily spent time in central government 

advance their careers slightly faster and that men do so faster than women, as illustrated in Table 3. 

Table 3. Average Years from Graduation to Managerial Position (Civil Servants < 5 Years Total 

Employment Outside Central Administration) 

Position Men Women Difference 
Manager 9.0 9.6 -0.6 
Senior manager 13.9 15.1 -1.2 
N 99 44  

T-test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

While the difference of the means is not statistically significant in a t-test, we still consider a real gap of 

1.2 years (in a 15.1-year career) to be a substantial difference. Maternity leave is a possible explanation, 

but as the dataset does not include leave, this cannot be confirmed. 

When further disaggregating our data and focusing on career advancement in departments, we find a 

larger and statistically significant difference in the number of years from graduation to senior manager 

in a department (deputy permanent secretary). On average, the men who primarily spend time in 

central government and reached their first executive position in a department did so 2.3 years faster 

than the average woman. This difference in advancement pace cannot be found among the civil servants 

reaching this position in an agency. 

Table 4. Average Years from Graduation to Managerial Position in Department (Civil Servants < 5 Years 

Total Employment Outside Central Administration) 
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Position Men Women Difference 
Manager in a department 8.7 9.4 0.7 
N 72 27  
Senior manager in a department 12.8 15.1 2.3* 
N 51 22  

T-test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Overall, we do not find that the women in our dataset advanced their careers at a different pace than 

the men, as opposed to the findings by Maranto et al. (2018). When we disaggregate, we do find 

instances of substantial differences between the pace for men and women, especially from the first to 

second levels of management, where the women are at the lower managerial level longer than their 

male counterparts. We must recall, however, that since our data is for senior managers, mangers – men 

and women alike – who only make it to the first level of management (head of division) are not included 

in our analysis. We return to this point in the discussion below. 

Managerial Insiderness 

First, we compare the distribution of previous place of employment for men and women whose first 

executive central government position was in an agency. As Table 5 shows, most of the men and women 

reaching the apex of the central government administration by being promoted to an executive position 

in an agency were already employed in an agency prior to their promotion. Overall, the distribution does 

not vary notably between genders. 

Table 5. Previous Place of Employment for Those Whose First Executive Central Government Position 

Was in an Agency 

Previous place of employment Men Women Difference 
Department 20.6% 20.0% 0.6% 
 PM’s Office, Finance, Justice or Foreign Affairs 7.5% 6.0% 1.5% 
Agency 40.2% 44.0% -3.8% 
State institution 18.7% 16.0% 2.7% 
Municipality/region 10.3% 8.0% 2.3% 
NGO 0.9% 2.0% -1.1% 
Private company 9.3% 10.0% -0.7% 
N 107 50  

 

Second, we focus on the civil servants whose first top position was in a department. Not surprisingly, a 

department is the most frequent previous place of employment. Nearly twice as many men as women 
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came from the four departments that we consider the most prestigious: the Prime Minister’s Office and 

the Ministries of Finance, Justice and Foreign Affairs. The difference persists when considering the civil 

servants’ complete career history, as 40 percent of the men and 29 percent of the women have been 

employed in one of these ministries’ departments during their career. Disaggregating our data, the 

gender difference can be found in all the ministries except the Ministry of Justice. This indicates that 

recent experience from a prestigious department might increase the likelihood of being recruited to an 

executive position in a department and that men attain this type of managerial insiderness more often 

than women. One explanation might be that taking up a position in one of these departments is 

extremely demanding and potentially in conflict with family responsibilities (Feeney & Stritch 2017). 

Table 6. Previous Place of Employment for Those Whose First Executive Central Government Position 

Was in a Department 

Previous place of employment Men Women Difference 
Department 76.3% 85.2% -8.9% 
  PM’s Office, Finance, Justice or Foreign Affairs 28.9% 14.8% 14.1% 
Agency 2.6% 11.1% -8.5% 
State institution 15.8% 3.7% 12.1% 
Municipality/region 1.3% 0.0% 1.3% 
NGO 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Private company 3.9% 0.0% 3.9% 
N 76 27  

 

Table 6 also shows a notable difference between the proportion of men and women employed in state 

institutions (16 percent versus 4 percent). We associate state institutions with less managerial 

insiderness than agencies and, hence, the overrepresentation of men being recruited to top positions in 

departments from a position in a state institution could indicate that women need more managerial 

insiderness in order to reach the apex of the departmental hierarchy. 

Finally, we compare the proportion of men and women who were recruited to their first senior manager 

position in the central government from a job within the same policy area. Here, the women were 

slightly more often recruited ‘internally’, which further indicates that more managerial insiderness might 

be required from women than men. The difference in proportions is small, however, and not statistically 

significant. All in all, our data indicates that while men have easier access to the jobs providing ‘most’ 

managerial insiderness, they can also pursue less traditional careers and still make it to the top. 
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Table 7. Those Employed within Same Policy Area as Their First Central Government Executive Position 
 

Men Women Difference 
% recruited from same policy area 53.6% 58.4% -4.9% 
N 183 77  

Z-test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Mobility 

Mobility outside of the central government administration does not differ notably between genders 

except that more men have experience from a state institution. This difference can be partly explained 

by experience from the armed forces and the police. Here, women seem to seek experience outside the 

central government administration earlier than men: on average, they accumulate this experience 4 

years after graduation compared to 7 years for men, but the last year in a non-central government job 

was on average slightly more than 12 years after graduation for both genders. 

Overall, we find no clear indication of gendered differences in the occurrence of non-central 

government employment. 

Table 8. Pct. of Those with Experience from Sectors and International Employment 

 
Men Women Difference 

State institution 41.5% 32.5% 9.0% 
Municipality/region 13.1% 13.0% 0.1% 
NGO 6.6% 9.1% -2.5% 
Private company 26.2% 27.3% -1.1% 
International employment 24.6% 7.8% 16.8%** 
N 183 77  

Z-test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

However, there is a significant difference between the proportion of men and women with international 

experience. More than three times as many men as women have been employed or posted in another 

country in the course of their career. This might indicate that women have a more difficult time 

combining a career with postings abroad (Markham et al. 1983; Naff 1994). Since the women in our 

population have made it to the senior executive positions, however, the lack of international experience 

would not appear to have hampered their careers. 

Mobility between policy areas (see Appendix C for operationalization) does not differ notably between 

genders. The average number of policy areas is 2.0 and 1.9 for men and women, respectively. Slightly 

more women than men (44 percent vs. 37 percent) only have experience from one policy area. 
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Table 9. Pct. of Those with Experience from Different Policy Areas 
 

1 2 3 4 5 Average N 
Men 37.2% 37.7% 17.5% 5.5% 2.2% 2.0 183 
Women 44.2% 31.2% 19.5% 3.9% 1.3% 1.9 77 
Difference -7.0% 6.5% -2.0% 1.6% 0.9% 0.1  

Z-test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Turning to the question of where men and women start their careers, we find some interesting 

variation. Women do not seem to be overrepresented in policy areas that might reduce their likelihood 

for mobility (e.g., education and culture), as illustrated in Table 10. 

Table 10. Pct. of Those with Experience from Policy Areas 

Policy area Men Women 
Business 19.1% 23.4% 
Culture and Ecclesiastical Affairs 6.0% 3.9% 
Defense 13.7% 5.2% 
Education 6.0% 3.9% 
Employment 8.7% 10.4% 
Environment and Food 14.8% 13.0% 
Finance 30.6% 23.4% 
Foreign Affairs 15.3% 6.5% 
Higher Education and Science 6.0% 3.9% 
Interior 25.1% 37.7% 
Justice 14.2% 19.5% 
Prime Minister's Office 12.6% 10.4% 
Taxation 4.4% 13.0% 
Transportation and Energy 19.7% 10.4% 
N 183 77 

 

As made clear by Table 11, however, nearly twice as many men as women started their career in the 

Ministry of Finance or one of the ministry’s agencies, a policy area associated with particularly high 

career mobility (Gram 2018) and which has the stated goal of creating ‘the senior managers of the 

future’, according to its mission statement. This supports our findings in the previous section. 

Table 11. Policy Area of First Employment 
Policy area Men Women 
Business 9.1% 10.0% 
Culture and Ecclesiastical Affairs 0.8% 1.7% 
Defense 3.0% 5.0% 



18 
 

Education 3.0% 1.7% 
Employment 2.3% 3.3% 
Environment and Food 11.4% 5.0% 
Finance 28.8% 15.0% 
Foreign Affairs 12.1% 6.7% 
Higher Education and Science 0.0% 3.3% 
Interior 10.6% 18.3% 
Justice 12.1% 16.7% 
Prime Minister's Office 0.0% 0.0% 
Taxation 0.8% 10.0% 
Transportation and Energy 6.1% 3.3% 
N 132 60 

 

Overall, we find no substantial indicators of differences in mobility, except that men are more likely to 

have international experience and to have started their career in the Ministry of Finance. 

Education 

Generally speaking, the level of education varies little among the top civil servants. Aside from 11 men, 

primarily with a background in the armed forces, they all had a master’s degree. 

When comparing education backgrounds, there are notably more women than men with a master’s 

degree in law, whereas fewer women than men have a degree in economics. This might be explained by 

the gender distribution in the universities, as law has had a high representation of women for many 

years, whereas women are still underrepresented in the economics departments. The three dominant 

degrees – law, political science and economics – account for 81 percent of the women’s educational 

background compared to 73 percent of the men’s background. Although this is a small difference, it is 

interesting since it possibly indicates that ‘less-typical education backgrounds’ are not as tolerated 

among women as among men. 

Table 12. Educational Background 
Master’s degree in: Men Women 
Law 18.0% 39.0% 
Political science 29.0% 26.0% 
Economics 25.7% 15.6% 
Business 6.0% 10.4% 
Formal and applied sciences (e.g. engineer) 5.5% 5.2% 
Natural sciences (e.g. medicine) 3.3% 3.9% 
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No master’s (e.g. military education)* 6.0% 0.0% 
Humanities 1.6% 0.0% 
Social sciences, other than political science 2.7% 0.0% 
Unknown 2.2% 0.0% 
N 183 77 

* 4 of the 11 men have completed a master’s degree after beginning their career 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This article set out to explore if the men and women who make it to the top of the Danish civil service 

are alike when we analyze dimensions of their human capital. We took interest in this question, because 

the literature on gender equality and gender representation in public organizations points to a lack of 

equality between men and women in senior executive positions (Bowling et al. 2006; Alkadry et al. 2017; 

Yu 2018) and because we know from a recent survey that this is also the case in one of the most gender-

equal countries in the world, Denmark (Ledelseskommissionen 2017). We further illustrated this by 

doing a pool analysis, which showed that gender differences at the executive level is not explained by 

the pool from which they are mainly recruited; rather the opposite.  

In order to better understand these differences and potentially reduce them in the future, we must 

understand if women and men face different demands in terms of their human capital, understood as 

their education, skills and experience (Terjesen et al. 2009). To explore this question, we use a 

longitudinal dataset including the entire career trajectory of all senior civil servants in Denmark in 2017. 

We find that the men and women making it to the top of the Danish civil service have comparable 

human capital on a number of parameters. However, across the dimensions of human capital we 

discuss, we find that men are more likely to have worked in the most prestigious departments in the 

Danish government, and we find that such positions generally pave the way for a managerial career. We 

also find that more men than women have an ‘unorthodox’ résumé. This could indicate that men may 

be more willing to apply for jobs which do not exactly match their competence profile (and/or those 

responsible for recruitment may be more willing to hire such men than women), which is in keeping 

with existing studies showing that men are more risk-willing in their application strategies (Schlamp et 

al. 2019). 

While our study finds much stronger similarities in male and female career patterns than some of the 

studies cited in this article (Naff 1994; Tharenou & Conroy 1994; Metz & Tharenou 2001; Choi 2015), we 
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need to keep in mind that Denmark is one of the most gender equal countries in the world, which would 

lead us to expect larger differences in other countries. However, we only use Danish data. To strengthen 

our claims in this paper, future research should study countries with a different administrative traditions 

and levels of societal gender equality.  

One may conclude that the fact that we do not find larger across-the-board differences between men 

and women bodes well for gender equality in the Danish civil service; it would at least appear as though 

women do not have to out-perform men substantially on the dimensions we have analyzed to break the 

proverbial glass ceiling. However, we continue to find far fewer women than men in the upper echelons 

of the Danish civil service despite men not outnumbering women in the lower levels of the civil service, 

as our analysis shows. 

Hence, our study should lead us to pay greater attention to the first steps on the managerial ladder. 

Across policy areas, we find that the higher up we move on the hierarchical ladder, the fewer women 

are found. Future studies should focus on the dynamics early on the career of a civil servant, which leads 

to the decision to apply for a managerial position, and which ensures that he or she gets the job.  

However, beyond human capital, our study points to other avenues of research, which may help us 

understand the disproportionate number of women at the apex of the Danish civil service. The question 

of ‘political capital’ could be fruitful to explore in future research. While civil servants in Denmark are 

promoted on a merit base, research has found an increasing functional politicization (Christensen, 

Klemmensen, and Opstrup 2014; Salomonsen and Knudsen 2011). This calls for a certain ‘political 

astuteness’ (Hartley et al. 2015) and a certain ´political craft´ (Bach and Veit 2017; Goetz 1997).  

We have not found studies, which discuss theses competences in a gender perspective, and we cannot 

hypothesize if the ability to identify political compromises and design policy processes should be done 

better by men than women. However, according to Goetz (1997) there is a network component to 

political craft, which may privilege men compared to women. A number of studies (e.g., Metz & 

Tharenou 2001; Choi 2019) point out the importance of social and human capital when analyzing access 

to executive positions. Studies have shown that women network differently than men and build social 

capital in different ways (Ibarra 1997; Smith 200; Forret & Dougherty 2004; Meier et al. 2006; Gremmen 

et al. 2013) and in turn social capital has proved important to career advancement (Choi 2019; Metz & 

Tharenou 2001). Exploring how different networking behaviors affect public managers early in their 

careers and their future aspirations might contribute to our understanding of why we still see a 
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substantial gender gap among senior civil servants in one of the most gender-equal countries in the 

world. 
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Appendix A: Organizations in the Danish Central Government 

Name English translation 
Beskæftigelsesministeriet Ministry of Employment 
Arbejdstilsynet Working Environment Authority 
Styrelsen for Arbejdsmarked og Rekruttering Agency for Labor and Recruitment 
Børne- og Socialministeriet Ministry for Children and Social Affairs 
Socialstyrelsen National Board of Health and Welfare 
Statsforvaltningen State Administration 
Energi-, Forsynings- og Klimaministeriet Ministry of Energy, Utilities and Climate 
Energistyrelsen Energy Agency 
Geodatastyrelsen Geodata Agency 
Styrelsen for Dataforsyning og Effektivisering Agency for Data Supply and Efficiency 

Erhvervsministeriet 
Ministry for Industry, Business and Financial 
Affairs 

Erhvervsstyrelsen Business Authority 
Finanstilsynet Danish FSA 
Konkurrence- og Forbrugerstyrelsen Competition and Consumer Authority 
Nævnenes Hus Appeals Boards Authority 
Patent- og Varemærkestyrelsen Patent and Trademark Office 
Sikkerhedsstyrelsen Safety Technology Authority 
Søfartsstyrelsen Maritime Authority 
Finansministeriet Ministry of Finance 
Digitaliseringsstyrelsen Agency for Digitization 

Moderniseringsstyrelsen 
Agency for Modernization of Public 
Administration 

Statens Administration Agency for Governmental Administration 
Statens IT Agency for Governmental IT Services 
Forsvarsministeriet Ministry of Defense 
Beredskabsstyrelsen Emergency Management Agency 
Forsvarets Efterretningstjeneste Defense Intelligence Services 
Forsvarsministeriets Ejendomsstyrelse Defense Estate Agency 
Forsvarsministeriets Materiel- og 
Indkøbsstyrelse 

Defense Acquisition and Logistics Organization 

Forsvarsministeriets Personalestyrelse Defense Personnel Agency 
Forsvarsministeriets Regnskabsstyrelse Defense Accounting Agency 
Hjemmeværnskommandoen Home Guard Command 
Værnfælles Forsvarskommando Defense Command 
Justitsministeriet Ministry of Justice 
Civilstyrelsen Department of Civil Affairs 

Direktoratet for Kriminalforsorgen 
Directorate for the Prison and Probation 
Service 
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Domstolsstyrelsen Court Administration 
Rigspolitiet National Police 
Kirkeministeriet Ministry for Ecclesiastical Affairs 
Kulturministeriet Ministry of Culture 
Rigsarkivet National Achieves 
Slots- og Kulturstyrelsen Agency for Culture and Palaces 
Miljø- og Fødevareministeriet Ministry of Environment and Food 
Fødevarestyrelsen Veterinary and Food Administration 
Landsbrugs- og Fiskeristyrelsen Agricultural and Fisheries Agency 
Miljøstyrelsen Environmental Protection Agency 
Naturstyrelsen Nature Agency 
Skatteministeriet Ministry of Taxation 
SKAT Tax Agency 
Skatteankestyrelsen Tax Appeals Agency 
Spillemyndigheden Gambling Authority 
Statsministeriet Prime Minister’s Office 
Sundheds- og Ældreministeriet Ministry of Health 
Lægemiddelstyrelsen Medicines Agency 
Styrelsen for Patientsikkerhed Patient Safety Authority 
Sundhedsdatastyrelsen Health Data Agency 
Sundhedsstyrelsen Health Authority 

Transport-, Bygnings- og Boligministeriet 
Ministry for Transportation, Buildings and 
Housing 

Banedanmark State Railways 
Bygningsstyrelsen Building and Property Agency 
Færdselsstyrelsen Road Safety Agency 

Trafik-, Bygge- og Boligstyrelsen 
Transport, Construction and Housing 
Authority 

Vejdirektoratet Road Directorate 
Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet Ministry of Higher Education and Science 
Styrelsen for Forskning og Uddannelse Agency for Science and Higher Education 
Styrelsen for Institutioner og 
Uddannelsesstøtte 

Agency for Institutions and Educational Grants 

Udenrigsministeriet Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Udlændinge- og Integrationsministeriet Ministry of Immigration and Integration 
Styrelsen for International Rekruttering og 
Integration 

Agency for International Recruitment and 
Integration 

Udlændingestyrelsen Immigration Service 
Undervisningsministeriet Ministry of Education 
Styrelsen for It og Læring Agency for IT and Learning 
Styrelsen for Undervisning og Kvalitet Agency for Education and Quality 
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Økonomi- og Indenrigsministeriet Ministry for Economic Affairs and the Interior 
Ankestyrelsen Appeals Authority 
Danmarks Statistik Statistics Denmark 
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Appendix B: Composition of the dataset 

Variable Explanation 

Name The civil servant’s name 

Gender Coded from names 

Graduation year The year when the person finished an education, which qualifies for a 
position as a civil servant 

Educational background 10 categories coded from the education, which qualifies for a position as a 
civil servant  

Title Job title of all employments since graduation year 

Organization Place of employments of all employments since graduation year 

Managerial position Year when the person was first promoted to a position as manager and 
senior manager (coded from job title) 

Sector Categories coded from place of employment: State institution, 
municipality/region, NGO, private company, international employment 

Policy area 14 policy areas coded from place of employment (see appendix C for 
operationalization)  

 

Appendix C: Operationalization of Policy Areas 

Policy areas are not easily connected to ministries, as governments tend to create, close, rename and 
merge ministries. They are therefore operationalized as the ministries’ core areas, which are consistent 
over time. This is easily done for some policy areas such as Foreign Affairs and Defense, which have 
existed for several decades and never been merged with other policy areas. Three policy areas are less 
clear-cut: The Ministry for Environment and the Ministry for Food, Agriculture and Fisheries were 
merged in 2015 and are therefore categorized as Environment and Food. The Ministry for Energy, 
Utilities and Climate was formed in 2007 by taking tasks from the Ministry for Environment and the 
Ministry for Transportation and Energy. These areas are categorized as Transportation and Energy. The 
Ministry for the Interior has existed in various constellations with the economy, health and social affairs 
areas and is therefore just categorized as Interior. Finally, Ecclesiastical Affairs and Culture are treated as 
one policy area because the Ecclesiastical area only has one top civil servant.   
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