
 

ABSTRACT. In this paper, we develop a theoretical
framework for understanding women leaders in
working life. Our starting point is in statistics and
earlier women-in-management literature, which show
that women leaders represent a minority of the man-
agerial population. We assume such underlying mech-
anisms causing discriminatory practices towards
women leaders to exist which have become natural-
ized and invisible. Our concern is that everyone irre-
spective of gender should have a fair chance in career
progression. This is both a moral and also an
economic challenge. The framework we develop in
this paper is an alternative approach to studying
women leaders compared to traditional women-in-
management literature. It aims at revealing the
“natural and taken-for-granted” cultural mechanisms
behind discriminatory practices. Our framework is
based on a critical discursive approach, which draws
on ideas of how women’s leadership becomes sym-
bolically represented and constructed in discursive
practices. These symbolic constructions, which are
mediated through language, often have an ideolog-
ical loading which positions women leaders and builds
their identities in ways that can help to legitimize
unequal relations between the genders. However, our

framework emphasizes the possibility of multiple
discourses and a dynamic view of culture. The cultural
constructions of women leaders are, thus, open to
change. 
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Introduction

Despite their making up a prominent share of
the workforce in western countries, women
represent a minority of the managerial popula-
tion. For example, according to Adler (1999),
about 3 percent of the top management positions
in the United States are held by women, and
only 11 percent of the directors of Fortune 500
companies are women (Brett and Stroh, 1999).
Even in such countries as Finland, Denmark and
Sweden, where women participate more in the
work force than women in most other western
countries, the percentage of females among
administrative and managerial workers varies
from 39 percent in Sweden to 25 percent in
Finland (United Nations, 1997). For example,
in Finland 47% of employees are women but
their share is only 6% in the boards of directors
of the biggest 50 corporations and there are no
women in twenty-eight boards of directors
(Rajalahti and Kainulainen, 2000). Although it is
argued that in the future we shall be seeing
increases in the number of women leaders,
women’s access to senior managerial posts seems
to be limited in many countries (Wilson, 1999).
In general, women overwhelmingly hold lower-
level positions compared to men in working life.
Moreover, women leaders still lag behind male
managers in income and in their ability to
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balance work and family responsibilities. For
example, Brett and Stroh (1999) show in their
study in the United States that male managers
increased their salaries by 65 percent during the
latter 5-year period of the 1990s, whereas female
managers increased their salaries by only 54
percent during the same period. 

In this paper, we are interested in the question
of why there are so few women in top manage-
rial positions, and why they have difficulties to
attain those positions. The low proportion of
women leaders is argued in most cases to be a
reflection of inequalities and injustices in society
and working life as a whole (Billing and
Alvesson, 1989, p. 65). Therefore, our primary
concern is ethical; that is, women can be
regarded as a discriminated group, which have
not the same opportunities as men in a career
context and in attaining managerial positions.
Thus, we draw upon the idea that the same pro-
portion of women in high-status positions
compared to men in working life is important
from a justice viewpoint. Everyone irrespective
of gender should have a fair chance of career
progression and changing the inequalities is an
ethical challenge for both women and men. 

Inequalities can also be a constraint to devel-
opment because they limit the ability of women
to exercise their full capabilities. Adler (1999)
notes that companies can no longer continue
the historical patterns of male-dominated lead-
ership because global competition intensifies.
Consequently, letting talent rise to the top –
whether it is female or male – is essential to
business success. We cannot find any arguments
why women could not become top managers.
Because the number of women leaders is in dis-
proportion with the number of men, we assume
that both visible and invisible discriminatory
practices exist in working life. This means that
there may be such underlying mechanisms
causing discrimination that have become natu-
ralized and, thus, difficult to see and notice. The
actors in working life, both women and men, can
therefore contribute to the production and main-
tenance of unequal relationships between the
genders without any conscious attempt. 

In this paper, we develop a framework for
understanding the discriminatory practices and

draw upon ideas how women’s leadership
becomes symbolically represented in discursive
use. The main focus in this approach is on the
cultural conventions in which women leaders
become symbolically constructed, these symbolic
constructions being mediated through language.
Our approach emphasizes the active role of
language in the creation of social reality (cf.
Katila and Meriläinen, 1999; West and
Fenstermaker, 1995). For example, the concept
of career has traditionally been constructed
around the images of male managers, particularly
to white, middle-class males (Traves et al., 1997).
As a result, strategies aimed at increasing the
number of women leaders and developing their
careers are likely to be undermined, unless orga-
nizations attempt to understand how career
opportunities are promoted or prevented by
discursive practices (Tannen, 1995; Sturges,
1999). 

The remainder of our paper is organized into
four sections. First, we provide an overview of
the literature concerning women-in management
research and discuss its limitations. Second, we
describe the principles of the discursive approach.
Third, we develop a theoretical framework for
understanding discriminatory practices from a
discursive perspective. And finally, we draw a
summary discussing the application of our
framework and making suggestions for further
research. 

Although our aim is to propose a theoretical
framework to understanding women leaders in
working life we illustrate our argumentation with
the help of empirical examples. They are delib-
erately collected from 9 articles of women leaders
published during January–December 2000 in
a major Finnish business newspaper entitled
“Kauppalehti” and business magazine entitled
“Kauppalehti-Optio” (Appendix 1). We chose
articles from the business press since one powerful
force in society in the present day is the mass
media. They influence people’s way of thinking
and acting. So, the media are a central field for
the production, reproduction, and transformation
of meanings in contemporary society (Fairclough,
1992; Fornäs, 1995). The articles are assigned a
number from one to nine for identification and
the number of article is marked in parenthesis
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later in this paper when the examples of the
original texts are presented. 

An overview of women-in-management
literature 

Managerial and organizational literature has
mainly been written by men, for men and about
men, despite the fact that women have been
occupied in organizations from the beginning of
industrialization (Calas and Smircich, 1996, pp.
222–223). Mills (1997), for example, argues that
the famous leadership style research by Lewin,
Lippitt, and White drew its conclusions from
groups of 10-year-old boys. Moreover, Powell
(1988) says that many theories of effective man-
agement have been based on observations of male
managers. Furthermore, Linstead (2000) contends
that in such classical management and organiza-
tion theories as, for example, scientific manage-
ment and human relations, the perspective of
gender has been suppressed. He says that orga-
nization theory either has to embrace gender or
suppress it, and also acknowledge the motivations
behind, and the consequences of, the suppres-
sion. As a whole, several writers argue that orga-
nization and management theory as well as
business education are based on masculine values
as the accepted norm for managerial behaviour
(Aaltio-Marjosola, 1994; Billing and Alvesson,
1989, 1994; Boot, 1994; Calas and Smircich,
1991, 1993; Lämsä et al., 2000; MacLellan and
Dobson, 1997; Mills, 1988). Calas and Smircich
(1996, p. 223) note that although the study of
women managers has been a subject of interest
from the 1960s, not much has changed in
women-in-management literature since then.
Research concerning women leaders continues
to be popular, but its underlying assumption
often adopts masculinity as the norm. 

In the prior women-in-management research
two issues, women leaders’ distinctive leadership
style and the phenomenon of glass-ceiling are
often in focus. Leadership style research tries
to find out whether there are differences in
leadership styles between genders. There is
evidence that women leaders tend to be
more people-oriented, democratic, consultative,

showing interpersonally-oriented behaviour and
concern for other people’s satisfaction, as
compared to men (e.g. Osland et al., 1998;
Tucker et al., 1999). Moreover, women have
been argued to be more ethical than their male
colleagues (e.g. Deshpande et al., 2000; Mason
and Mudrack, 1996; Ruegger and King, 1992),
but also contrary results exist (e.g. Harris, 1990;
Schminke and Ambrose, 1997). Leadership style
research assumes that women and men have dif-
ferent characteristics that make them suitable for
different types of jobs. Research often empha-
sizes the idea that the number of women leaders
should be increased because women hold such
“new” qualities as networking skills, ability to
motivate others, social skills, and so on, that are
needed in contemporary organizations. However,
if these “new” qualities are not viewed as impor-
tant in organizations and the stereotyping of
women as having a “feminine” leadership style
persists, this kind of research can cause problems
for women in attaining managerial positions. 

As a whole, the research results concerning
different leadership styles between genders are
complex and contradictory, and much of the
research relies on extensive measurement of
personal attributes. Research only reveals the
degree to which the differences are due to the
measured individual attributes. The possible dif-
ferences found in research are also likely to be
seen as natural and innate features of individuals.
As a result, traditional leadership style research
tends to portray women leaders as the kind of
representatives of women that follow women’s
“natural” way of behaving. Furthermore, research
easily reifies the existing power relations, making
the assumptions of research invisible and taken
for granted. This makes it difficult to do away
with discriminatory practices, let alone even to
see them. According to Calas and Smircich
(1996, p. 223), a similar focus on individual char-
acteristics also dominates such gender-related
research as, for example, job stress (e.g. Davidson
and Cooper, 1984; Jick and Mitz, 1985) and job
satisfaction (e.g. Brockner and Adsit, 1986).
Moreover, leadership style research emphasizing
the “new” qualities of women managers results
in the idea that women and men are competi-
tors to each other instead of being collaborators.
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The second issue, glass-ceiling, focuses on the
question of women leaders’ career success. This
phenomenon is explained in several ways. Both
psycho-analytical and sociological gender social-
ization theories emphasize women’s different
characteristics, values and attitudes as compared
to men’s, and some theories claim that women
have learned such feminine values as altruism
and care. These explanations consider the
constitution of the sexes as a psychological and
socio-psychological process. They underline the
importance of women’s background such as early
life experiences, family, school, and cultural
values and patterns. This suggests that women’s
way of functioning and their values are different
from those of men (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan,
1984; Lämsä et al., 2000). As a result, women can
easily be understood to be less ambitious and less
career-oriented than men although some studies
indicate that women managers are more achieve-
ment-oriented than man managers.

Kanter (1977), for example, argues that man-
agerial positions are characterized as male, and
this has consequences for “different”, that is
feminine, women. They tend to end up in posi-
tions with small scope for career advancement,
simply because such positions are regarded as
suitable for feminine women. Furthermore, it is
argued that women often choose careers in fields
dealing with nurturance and caring as a result of
their socialization processes (Billing and Alvesson,
1994, p. 41). Thus, a woman’s identity is con-
structed as pre-given, and other ways of choosing
are regarded as extraordinary and surprising.
Gender socialization theories, in general, tend to
produce explanations to the effect that women
have to change and become masculine and
“exceptional” if they want to succeed in career
progression. As a whole, socialization theories fail
to give sufficient allowance for the complexity
and constitution of interaction processes between
people and their environment. A woman leader
is easily understood to be a “product” of the
values and norms of socialization. Thus, social-
ization theories overemphasize the effect of
socialization agencies on the fate of an individual.

According to Calas and Smircich (1996,
p. 223), early women-in-management literature
placed emphasis on the psychological aspects that

accounted for discriminatory practices. However,
more recently, sociological-based structural and
also broader societal aspects have attracted
growing interest. Much of this work has been
inspired by Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s book entitled
“Men and Women of the Corporation”, pub-
lished already in 1977 (Kanter, 1977). In addition
to the idea of the glass ceiling, such issues as
career and social networks, sexual harassment,
and also work and family relationships are con-
sidered important. Calas and Smircich (1996)
criticize this type of research because the
majority of these studies apply quantitative
methodologies, resulting in an interpretation of
gender as a variable, not an analytical framework.
Additionally, concern with structural and societal
aspects often emphasizes factors that are easily
understood as being external to people and their
actions.

As a whole, much of the women-in-manage-
ment research is either leadership style or glass-
ceiling research. Assumptions such as abstract
individualism, separation of the public and
private spheres of life, and women’s feminine
identity are taken as pre-given and natural.
However, if we agree with Ferguson (1984) that
unequal relations between genders are a concep-
tual system and embedded within language, our
focus with regard to the question why there are
so few women in top managerial positions should
then be on the role of language. Language and
its discursive practices are a way of carrying, pro-
ducing, and reproducing discrimination, and,
thus, are related to unequal relations between the
genders in social practices (Aaltio-Marjosola,
1994; Holmer-Nadesan, 1995; Katila and
Meriläinen, 1999). We feel that in order to
understand such discrimination we need a frame-
work of how women leaders become symboli-
cally constructed in discursive practices, and,
hence, our discussion now turns to the princi-
ples of the discursive approach.

Principles of the discursive approach 

In the discursive approaches, the social world is
viewed as a construction of meanings which
social actors produce, maintain and transform
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through the use of language and communication.
The approaches draw much on the social con-
structionist perspective (Berger and Luckmann,
1966) but also on a wide range of other tradi-
tions (Fairclough, 1992; Fairclough and Wodak,
1997; Parker, 1992; Potter and Wetherell, 1998).
In general, the traditions share two basic features:
they are interested in the constructive effects of
texts, and they are necessarily interpretative
(Hardy and Phillips, 1999, p. 2). Our ideas in this
paper are based on a critical discursive approach
that not only describes different discursive prac-
tices but also shows how discourse is shaped by
ideologies and indicates the constructive effects
that discourse has on social relations and prac-
tices and on social identities (Fairclough, 1992).
In other words, our assumption is that discur-
sive practices can have major ideologically-based
effects, and they can help produce and reproduce
unequal power relations, for example, between
the genders through the way they represent and
position people. The ideological loading of
certain ways of using language and the power
relations which underlie them are often invisible,
taken for granted, and seen “natural” to people.
That is why they need to be made visible in
research (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997). Hence,
a critical discursive approach openly declares its
emancipatory interests. It aims to open up the
often invisible and taken-for-granted assumptions
and, thus, has a moral loading. 

We consider the discursive approach as a
theoretical framework, although it can also be
regarded as a method of research (Potter and
Wetherell, 1998). The distinction is, however,
often blurred. In the following, we define the
basic concepts of our framework: discourse and
ideology. We begin by focusing on the concept
of culture, since discourses constitute society
and culture as well as are constituted by them.
Foucault (1972), for example, argues that dis-
courses make it possible for certain statements but
not others to occur in particular times, places
and institutional locations (see Fairclough, 1992,
p. 40). Consequently, language and communica-
tion are not operating in a “vacuum”. They
always maintain and transform the social and
cultural practices from which they emerge,
although the links between language and society

and culture are complex, and, according to
Fairclough and Wodak (1997), are best seen as
indirect and mediated rather than as direct. 

The traditional definition of the concept of
culture, based on the work of the anthropologist
E. B. Tylor (1874), refers to a combination of
conventional courses of action, values, norms,
behaviour, and symbols, which develop in a
particular place and time, and which influence
the functioning of the people of the culture in
question. Cultural dimensions manifest them-
selves in several overt features (people’s behav-
iour, symbolic artefacts such as logos and
trademarks in business organizations, the physical
environment, and so on), values (for example,
how societal responsibilities and relationships are
understood), and self-evident basic assumptions
which deal with worldviews, humankind and
individuality (Leach, 1982; Sintonen, 1999;
Aaltio-Marjosola, 1992, pp. 60–64; Alvesson and
Berg, 1992, pp. 61–64, 97–107). 

From our point of view, the important issue
in the concept of culture is that it contains ideas,
beliefs and symbolic conceptions about the
essence and course of action of those belonging
to that culture. In this sense, we understand
culture as a network of meanings which have lin-
guistic and discursive dimensions. Furthermore,
all these ideas and conceptions become manifest
in material, visible and practical features. Culture,
however, is not unchanging. It is dynamic and
has a temporal dimension. As tradition in general
(Ricoeur, 1984, pp. 68–70), culture is subject to
the processes of sedimentation and innovation.
The dynamic character of tradition and culture
lies in the fact that some features are stabilized,
and that these stable, sedimented features
make innovation possible. Consequently, culture
consists of habitualized ways of thinking and
patterns of ideas, which at the same time restrain
and open up challenges for change. 

The relationship between culture and language
is a dialectical one, and this entails that every
instance of language use makes its contribution
to reproducing and/or transforming society and
culture, including power relations (Fairclough,
1998; Fairclough and Wodak, 1997). Basically,
that is the power of discourse. Discourses are
found at work in pieces of texts which are
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delimited tissues of meaning reproduced in any
form (pictures, films, books, newspapers, speech,
clothing, facial expressions, and so on) that can
be given an interpretative gloss. Thus, we can say
that discourses are carried out or actualized in
or by means of texts. Furthermore, discourses
go beyond individual intentions and are transin-
dividual. They are a relatively coherent system of
meanings which constitute objects such as
women leaders into being (Parker, 1992). Thus,
they are a representational and constructive
practice. 

Hardy and Phillips (1999, p. 3) note that a
discourse produces sets of concepts such as ideas,
categories, theories and so on, through which
we understand the world and relate it to one
another, and which are culturally and historically
situated. Concepts depend on the ongoing con-
struction of texts for meaning and can change
over time from one situation to another.
Furthermore, Hardy and Phillips say that some
concepts exist in the expressive order and others
are attached to a material and physical referent to
produce an object. This conceptual distinction
between meanings, the expressive order, and
physical changes, the practical order, is useful and
can help us to understand how discursive prac-
tices reproduce institutions and power relations
in social practices (Parker, 1992, pp. 17–18). 

Discourses do not just represent the social
world – they also construct a social world of
meanings in different ways, constitute social rela-
tions between people, and position individuals in
different ways as social subjects. So, there are no
identities of individuals in stable form across time,
but instead they are dependent on linguistic prac-
tices to make sense of their own and others’
action. We can say, following Parker (1992, pp.
9–10), that a discourse makes available space for
particular types of self to step in, and it addresses
us in a particular way. Moreover, in discursive
practices subjects become positioned, and some
participants are assigned a louder voice than
others. In this sense, we are positioned in a
relation of power when we are placed in relation
to discourse. We can say that discourses struc-
ture the social space within which actors act.
Consequently, text can help to legitimize the
unequal relations of the genders by positioning

them in a particular way. For example, Potter and
Wetherell (1998, p. 104) consider that discursive
practices have consequences for the positioning
of people in society, and see this as both a polit-
ical and a potentially emancipatory activity. At
the same time as discourses position individuals
as subjects, they in so doing produce material
conditions and forms of articulation. 

The concept of ideology is often understood
to refer to a system of ideas that comprises atti-
tudes and beliefs, although the meaning of the
concept has varied greatly in the course of time
(Savolainen, 1997, p. 24). However, as Parker
(1992, pp. 19–20) remarks, we cannot say that
ideology is equivalent to a belief system and
we should not see it as something evaluated
according to its content but, rather, as a descrip-
tion of relationships and effects in a given
historical and cultural context. Ideologies are
particular ways of representing and constructing
society and culture, which reproduce unequal
power relations and relations of domination.
They can be ungrounded constructions such as,
for example, gender ideologies which represent
women as less stable emotionally than men
(Fairclough and Wodak, 1997, p. 275). 

Ideology is not just a representation of social
reality, since specific representations also become
articulated through it. It, thus, involves particular
constructions of identities. This is linked to
power and is a key ideological process as well.
So, it is important to think of ideology as a
process that articulates certain specific represen-
tations of reality together with other specific rep-
resentations of identity – for example, a particular
collective identity such as that of women leaders.
Ideologies become articulated in discursively
constituted networks of meanings. Hence, they
are materialized in social and physical practices
and actions which are embedded in social insti-
tutions (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997). We can
say that discursive practices draw upon conven-
tions that naturalize particular ideologies and
power relations in two ways. First, some dis-
courses are privileged, whereas others are mar-
ginalized (Keenoy et al., 1997). Hence, some
“voices” in discourses are silent and some others
are more or less loud. Second, people are posi-
tioned in a particular way as subjects in dis-
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courses, which may produce unequal power rela-
tions. The ideological way of representing and
constructing social reality in a particular manner
easily develops into a “taken-for-granted tradi-
tion” in a given culture. The aim of the critical
discourse approach is to make visible aspects of
this kind in discourse.

A theoretical framework for understanding
discriminatory practices towards women
leaders

One perspective on the discrimination of a
woman leader is to view it as a form of behav-
iour or action. The question then is: what kinds
of actions and ways of behaving are discrimina-
tory? In our framework, however, we consider
discriminatory practices as being based on an
ideology of sexism, and see this ideology as the
core of discrimination. The ideology of sexism
states that different kinds of people – women
leaders, for example – can be positioned in dis-
cursive practices into certain groups according to
features such as their outward appearance, way of
speaking and acting, and so on. The following
examples of the empirical articles will highlight
the way how the women leaders are positioned
by age and outward appearance:

A young woman dressed in a sweater and trousers
enters the room. At first clance you might think
she was a school teacher rather than a manager of
a forest company. (Article 3)
She is intelligent and pretty, and there is something
in her that appeals to the public. (Article 8)

In the prior research, women in working life
have been positioned, for example, in the role
of mother (because they are conceived as sym-
pathetic and good listeners, sewing buttons on
men’s shirts), pet (because they are conceived as
cute, amusing little things, they can be brought
along to meetings as mascots), seductress (because
they are conceived as sexually attractive in
appearance), iron maiden (because they are con-
ceived as tough and dangerous, women’s libbers),
and victim (because they are conceived to be less
tough than men) (Kanter, 1977, pp. 233–237;
Lämsä and Tiensuu, 2000). Overall, they are

positioned in a way that favours men (Holmer-
Nadesan, 1995; Lämsä and Tiensuu, 2000; Mills,
1988; Wilson, 1999), and this manner of posi-
tioning is an ideological process. The following
example illustrates how the woman leader resem-
bles a victim definition because she is regarded
as an exception in a male-dominated business.
Moreover, the example shows how she needs the
help of a man (her farther) to progess in her
career:

A thirty-year-old woman as a director of a firm is
an exception in a male-dominated forwarding
business. It is a business that has gone through big
changes such as tens of mergers during the nineties.
– Of course, my father has opened many doors.
And I wouldn’t have accepted the managerial
position without competent personnel. – As far as
she knows, she is the only female managing
director of a forwarding company in Finland, and,
indeed, among the youngest directors in the
business overall. Her every step is watched criti-
cally – “Are you sure you’re big enough wearing
those boots?” she has been asked at the port.
(Article 1)

But then, how does the ideology of sexism work?
To answer this question we use the discussions
on the politics of identity in the field of women-
in-management research (see Miles, 1994;
Isaksson and Jokisalo, 1998; Banton, 1998;
Calhoun, 1994; Goldberg, 1993, 1997; Jackson
and Penrose, 1993; Rattansi, 1994; Sintonen,
2000). Ideology is basically a matter of processes
by which we produce meanings, i.e. how we
understand reality and make sense of our world.
It is based on certain cultural conventions which
are learned throughout our lives. These conven-
tions direct our understanding and interpretations
so that the world looks self-evident and sensible
to us. Now, sexism as an ideology offers us par-
ticular conventions as a means of understanding
certain issues and phenomena. These conventions
form the ideological content of sexism. Usually
they are statements like women/men (or other
people) are certain kinds of people or women/men (or
other people) do something in a certain manner, etc.
For example, if we state that women leaders have
a particular leadership style – empathic, social,
and so on – they become discursively con-
structed, let’s say, as people-oriented and “soft”
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leaders. The following examples will highlight
the matter:

Women tend to mix their emotions into adver-
tising. (Article 6)
Because women are different from men, they
also need different kind of encouragement than
men. – Nothing new here, of course, conversa-
tion is what women require at home as well.
(Article 2) 

This cultural construction easily becomes taken
for granted and directs our way of understanding
the world, which we do not often question. Such
ideological statements are the coordinates which
we rely on in situations which involve different
kinds of people. This is manifested both in
expressive and practical discriminatory practices
that are capable of policing the boundaries
between the regime of truth and the others
outside it (Parker, 1992, p. 18). 

The process of sexist signification consists of
two phases. First, certain physical features come
to be selected to mark the outlines of a group.
In the case of sexism these often refer to women’s
bodily appearance and way of acting. Such
features form the code system according which
we identify and differentiate the genders. It is
worth noting that the process of selecting and
evaluating these features is based mainly on
historical events and circumstances and also on
political power. Thus, gender is mainly cultur-
ally constructed, although we believe that gender
is natural. For example, an article describes how
the feminine features are naturalized by refer-
ring to the natural selection:

By natural selection the women participating in the
managerial course has such qualities and forbear-
ance arising from their difference, their being
female, as have already been tested in practice, says
Elisa Saarinen. (Article 9) 

Second, after we are able to identify the dif-
ferent genders according to their physical
features, some additional characteristics come to
be associated with this classification. These addi-
tional features are cultural and psychological,
usually concerning qualities such as intellectual
capacity, patterns of behaviour, and moral
standards. All of these features are understood as

collective. The sexist ideology integrates the
physical features with the cultural and psycho-
logical. This results in an ideology which claims
that people can be differentiated into gender
groups and that all the members of the groups
share certain collective cultural and psycholog-
ical features. Furthermore, the artificial connec-
tion between physical and cultural features
becomes so transparent that we believe it is
natural. From the viewpoint of an individual
woman leader the signification process means that
she is easily evaluated and interpreted from the
perspective of generalizations, and becoms a
symbol for all women leaders. The following
examples illustrate the signification:

. . . many people may ask how this mother of
delicate built can compete with male managers, in
particular, since competition is really tough in
energy business. (Article 4)
Women introspect easily their personalities and
they reflect these kinds of personality questions.
(Article 5) 
If a man is colourful, he is said to have charisma.
Colourfulness in a woman, on the other hand,
easily makes her a troublesome nag. (Article 6)
Men like to fiddle around with technical devices,
but women want to get the job done. (Article 7)

We can say that the sexist ideology is a type of
description of relationships between genders and
generally tends to favour men in this particular
historical and cultural situation. Furthermore, the
aforementioned features that occur in discursive
practices as an expressive order define women
leaders’ capabilities and status in the physical
order, setting them into a social hierarchy in
working life. Thus, the subjugated position of
women leaders provides them identities that
locate them within the hierarchical system of
male authority. The representation of a woman
leader is a discursive construction, but it is
realized in discriminatory social practices.
Without recognizing the ideological component,
no behaviour or action can be identified as sexist;
every action identified as such should be seen as
having an ideological cause or basis (Miles, 1993;
1994; Sintonen, 2000). Moreover, any action that
is ideologically based on sexism entails discrim-
inatory practices towards women leaders in
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working life, and those practices typically con-
stitute the most visible dimension of the ideology.
Here also lies the point at which sexism becomes
connected with the marginalization of women
leaders. The ideology produces discriminating
practices that easily isolate women from the
physical resources and opportunities provided by
organizations. This setting is pictured in the
Figure 1. It also illustrates the applicability of our
framework to such discriminatory ideologies, as
racism, ageism, and so on. 

Summary and discussion

In this paper, we have developed a discursive
approach to understanding women leaders in
working life. Our starting point was in statistics
and in earlier women-in-management literature,
and we assumed the existence of discriminatory
practices towards women leaders in working life.
Hence, the framework we developed openly
declares its emancipatory interests and is founded
on a critical discursive approach. We feel that not

only for economic reasons but also because of
moral concerns everyone, irrespective of gender
should have a fair chance of career progression.
Our framework de-essentializes the mechanisms
of the “natural and taken-for-granted traditions”
of culture and emphasizes the possibility of
multiple discourses and their usefulness.

We can recognize a certain similarity between
the concepts of culture and sexism. They both
emphasize the symbolic and the ideological level
instead of material objects or overt behaviour and
action. Thus, the focus in the theoretical and
conceptual development of our paper is on the
symbolic level, although we do stress the impor-
tant connection between the symbolic and prac-
tical levels. Discourse as social action is a part of
broader socio-cultural processes, but the link
between them requires further clarification. Our
point is that the sexist kind of understanding can
form a part of culture on the symbolic and
ideological levels. Several features of this ideology
may be sedimented into our culture and lie there
as something invisible and natural, as everyday
knowledge. However, despite such sedimentation
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Figure 1.  A discursive approach to understanding women leaders in working life.



the dynamic view of culture presented in this
paper implies that cultural and taken-for-granted
constructions of women leaders are open to
change. 

Our framework can help to reveal the ideo-
logical grounds of natural and invisible knowl-
edge. It also suggests that such new discourses are
needed which could challenge the current male-
dominated discourse that prevails in organiza-
tional and managerial literature and practices.
However, where such new discourses could arise
from and what they could be like are questions
that need to be reflected and studied in the
future. We suggest that the possibility for new
discourses to emerge is both a question of
creative thinking and also one of power. 

Our framework is an alternative approach to
studying woman leaders in working life as
compared to traditional women-in-management
literature. However, the framework requires more
empirical investigation in the future. Although
our focus in this paper is on women leaders, the
framework can also be applied to other fields
where discriminatory practices occur. In general,
the question of such practices in working life
and in organizations must not be limited to the
aspect of gender alone. Such factors as age, race,
religion, class and so on, are important as well,
and they are often simultaneously present.
Furthermore, it would be interesting to use this
framework to study men workers and leaders in
organizations such as kindergartens and in pro-
fessions such as cosmeticians, for example, where
females are generally the predominant sex.
Hence, the question of how men are constructed
and positioned in relation to their female col-
leagues, supervisors, and subordinates in these
organizations would be of particular interest. 

We want to emphasize the close link between
ideological processes and the historical aspects
of culture. Ideologies describe relationships and
power relations in a specific historical period
(Parker, 1992, p. 20). Parker points out that it is
essential to show how discourses allow dominant
groups to tell their narratives about the past to
justify the present. Furthermore, Parker sees it
important to show how discourses prevent those
who use subjugated discourses from making
history. Thus, we suggest that using the discur-

sive approach perspective to study the historical
experiences of women leaders in a particular
cultural context is of special significance for the
future.

Finally, in this paper we assumed that dis-
criminatory practices towards women leaders
exist in working life, and that inequality between
the genders is a dominant practice. However, we
want to point out that we have studied the issue
from the viewpoint of Finnish researchers, and
in that sense we are bound to our cultural envi-
ronment. The question about the meaning of the
concept of discrimination or inequality is not an
easy one. The concept has a moral loading and,
in our view, is a cultural construction and, as
such, is open to negotiation. It is a historically
and culturally situated concept, and probably
varies from one situation to another. We see the
importance of recognizing this variability and,
therefore, suggest that the cultural and social con-
struction of the concept in different contexts
requires further study. We believe it is important
to reveal the ideological loading of certain ways
of using language and the often invisible and
taken-for-granted power relations between
female and male leaders in working life. This can
contribute to a situation in which the opportu-
nities of women and men will be equal. 

Acknowledgements

We wish to thank two anonymous reviewers of
the Journal of Business Ethics for their reading and
commenting on the earlier version of this paper.
We want further to thank Jeff Hearn for his
advice and comments.

Appendix 1

The articles:

1. Lunden, K.: Vastuu ei hirvitä yhtään. Kauppalehti-
Optio 7.9.2000.

2. Hukkanen, V.: Harva osaa johtaa naista oikein.
Kauppalehti 1.11.2000.

3. Nieminen, P.: Maarit Herranen on erilainen
tehtaanjohtaja. Patruunoiden aika on ohi.
Kauppalehti 24.2.2000.
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4. Saastamoinen, J.: Naisenergiaa Vattenfalliin.
Kauppalehti-Optio 23.3.2000.

5. Ruulio, T.: Naisten johtajakoulutus säilyttää
suosionsa. Kauppalehti 11.4.2000.

6. Salminen, M.: Poikkeuksellinen lintukoto.
Kauppalehti 20.4.2000.

7. Sipilä, M.: Kahden työuran perheessä vaaditaan
tiukkaa suunnittelua. Naisesta voi tulla johtaja IT-
alalla. Kauppalehti 4.10.2000.

8. Mäkinen, T.: Naisten golf kasvaa brandiksi.
Kauppalehti-Optio 5.10.2000.

9. Riihonen, R.: Siivet kantavat. Kauppalehti-Optio
19.10.2000. 

References

Aaltio-Marjosola, I.: 1992, Organisaatiot kulttuurin 
tuottajina ja tuotteina, Publications of Helsinki
School of Business D-168 (Helsinki School of
Business, Helsinki).

Aaltio-Marjosola, I.: 1994, ‘Gender Stereotypes
as Cultural Products of the Organization’,
Scandinavian Journal of Management 10(2), 147–162.

Adler, N. J.: 1999, ‘Global Leaders’, Executive
Excellence 16(12), 15–16.

Alvesson, M. and P. O. Berg: 1992, Corporate Culture
and Organizational Symbolism (De Gruyter, New
York).

Banton, M.: 1998, Racial Theories. Second Edition
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge).

Berger, P. and T. Luckmann: 1966, Social Construction
of Knowledge: A Treatise on the Sociology of Knowledge
(Doubleday, New York).

Billing, Y. D. and M. Alvesson: 1989, ‘Four Ways of
Looking at Women and Leadership’, Scandinavian
Journal of Management 5(1), 63–80.

Billing, Y. D. and M. Alvesson: 1994, Gender,
Managers, and Organizations (De Gruyter, Berlin).

Boot, R.: 1994, ‘Management Learning and the
White Male Heritage’, in M. Tanton (ed.), Women
in Management: A Developing Presence (Routledge,
London), pp. 162–171.

Brett, J. M. and L. K. Stroh: 1999, ‘Women in
Management: How Far Have We Come and What
Needs to be Done as we Approach 2000?’, Journal
of Management Inquiry 8(4), 392–398.

Brockner, J. and L. Adsit: 1986, ‘The Moderating
Impact of Sex on the Equity-Satisfaction
Relationship: a Field Study’, Journal of Applied
Psychology 71(4), 585–590.

Calas, M. and L. Smircich: 1991, ‘Voicing Seduction

to Silence Leadership’, Organization Studies 12(4),
567–602.

Calas, M. and L. Smircich: 1993, ‘Dangerous
Liaisons: The “Feminine-in-Management” Meets
“Globalization” ’, Business Horizons 36(2), 73–
83.

Calas, M. and L. Smircich: 1996, ‘From “The
Woman’s Point of View”: Feminist Approaches to
Organization Studies’, in S. R. Clegg, C. Hardy
and W. R. Nord (eds.), Handbook of Organization
Studies (Sage, London), pp. 218–257.

Calhoun, C.: 1994, ‘Social Theory and the Politics of
Identity’, in C. Calhoun (ed.), Social Theory and the
Politics of Identity (Blackwell, Oxford), pp. 9–36. 

Chodorow, N.: 1978, The Reproduction of Mothering
(University of California Press, Berkeley, CA).

Davidson, M. J. and C. L. Cooper: 1984,
‘Occupational Stress in Female Managers: A
Comparative Study’, Journal of Management Studies
21(2), 185–205.

Despandhe, S. P., J. Joseph, and V. V. Maximov: 2000,
‘Perceptions of Proper Ethical Conduct of Male
and Female Russian Managers’, Journal of Business
Ethics 24(2), 179–183.

Fairclough, N.: 1992, Discourse and Social Change
(Polity Press, Cambridge).

Fairclough, N. and R. Wodak: 1997, ‘Critical
Discourse Analysis’, in T. A. van Dijk (ed.),
Discourse as Social Interaction, Discourse Studies: A
Multidisplinary Introduction, Volume 2 (Sage,
London), pp. 258–284.

Ferguson, K.: 1984, The Feminist Case against
Bureaucracy (Temple University Press, Philadelphia).

Fornäs, J.: 1995, Cultural Theory and Late Modernity
(Sage, Thousand Oaks).

Gilligan, C.: 1982, In a Different Voice (Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, MA).

Goldberg, D. T.: 1993, Racist Culture. Philosophy and
the Politics of Meaning (Blackwell, Oxford).

Goldberg, D. T.: 1997, Racial Subjects. Writing on Race
in America (Routledge, London).

Hardy, C. and N. Phillips: 1999, ‘No Joking Matter:
Discursive Struggle in the Canadian Refugee
System’, Organization Studies 20(1), 1–24.

Harris, J. R.: 1990, ‘Ethical Values of Individuals at
Different Levels in the Organizational Hierarchy
of a Single Firm’, Journal of Business Ethics 9(9),
741–750.

Holmer-Nadesan, M.: 1996, ‘Organizational Identity
and Space of Action’, Organization Studies 17(1),
49–81.

Isaksson, P. and J. Jokisalo: 1998, Kallonmittaajia ja
skinejä. Rasismin aatehistoriaa (Like, Helsinki). 

A Discursive Approach to Understanding Women Leaders in Working Life 265



Jackson, P. and J. Penrose: 1993, ‘Placing “Race” and
Nation’, in P. Jackson and J. Penrose (eds.),
Constructions of Race, Place and Nation (The
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis), pp.
1–26.

Jick, T. D. and L. F. Mitz: 1985, ‘Sex Differences in
Work Stress’, Academy of Management Review 10(3),
408–420.

Kanter, R. M.: 1977, Men and Women of the
Corporation (Basil Books, New York). 

Katila, S. and S. Meriläinen: 1999, ‘A Serious
Researcher or Just Another Nice Girl? Doing
Gender in a Male-Dominated Scientific
Community’, Gender, Work, and Organization 6(3),
163–173.

Keenoy, T., C. Oswick and D. Grant: 1997,
‘Organizational Discourses: Text and Context’,
Organization 4(2), 147–158.

Lämsä, A-M., A. Säkkinen and P. Turjanmaa: 2000,
‘Values and Their Change During the Business
Education – A Gender Perspective’, International
Journal of Value-Based Management 13(3), 203–
213.

Lämsä, A-M. and T. Tiensuu: 2000, Diskurssianalyysi
naisjohtajan kuvan rakentumisesta liike-elämän ammat-
tilehtien artikkeleissa. School of Business and
Economics, Working paper No 213 (University of
Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä).

Leach, E.: 1982, Social Anthropology (Fontana Press,
Glasgow). 

Linstead, S.: 2000, ‘Comment: Gender Blindness or
Gender Suppression? A Comment on Fiona
Wilson’s Research Note’, Organization Studies
21(1), 297–303.

MacLellan, C. and J. Dobson: 1997, ‘Women, Ethics,
and MBAs’, Journal of Business Ethics 16(11),
1201–1209.

Mason, E. S. and P. E. Mudrack: 1996, ‘Gender and
Ethical Orientation: A Test of Gender and
Occupational Socialization Theories’, Journal of
Business Ethics 15(6), 599–604.

Miles, R.: 1993, Racism After ‘Race Relations’
(Routledge, London).

Miles, R.: 1994, Rasismi (Vastapaino Tampere).
Mills, A.: 1988, ‘Organization, Gender and Culture’,

Organization Studies 9(3), 351–369.
Mills, A.: 1997, ‘Organizational Analysis & Neglect

of Gender Issues – “Classic’ Errors”, A paper pre-
sented in the Post Graduate Course “Meaning and
Culture in Organizations: Gendering Topics”, 25–29
August 1997. Helsinki Swedish School of
Economics, Helsinki, Finland.

Osland, J. S., M. M. Synder and L. Hunter: 1998,
‘A Comparative Study of Managerial Styles Among
Female Executives in Nicaragua and Costa Rica’,
International Studies of Management & Organization
28(2), 54–73.

Parker, I.: 1992, Discourse Dynamics. Critical Analysis
for Social and Individual Psychology (Routledge,
London).

Potter, J. and M. Wetherell: 1998, Discourse and Social
Psychology (Sage, London).

Powell, G. N.: 1988, Women and Men in Management
(Sage, Newbury Park).

Rattansi, A.: 1994, ‘ “Western” Racisms, Ethnicities
and Identities in a “Postmodern” Frame’, in A.
Rattansi and S. Westwood (eds.), Racism, Modernity
& Identity on the Western Front (Polity Press,
Cambridge), pp. 15–86.

Rajalahti, H. and T. Kainulainen: 2000, ‘Yritykset
hukkaavat kyvykkäät naiset’, Talouselämä 13,
7.4.2000.

Ricoeur, P.: 1984, Time and Narrative, Volume 1
(University of Chicago Press, Chicago).

Ruegger, D. and E. W. King: 1992, ‘A Study of
the Effect of Age and Gender upon Student
Business Ethics’, Journal of Business Ethics 11(3),
179–186.

Savolainen, T.: 1997, Development of Quality-Oriented
Management Ideology, Jyväskylä Studies in Computer
Science, Economics and Statistics 37 (University of
Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä).

Schminke, M. and M. L. Ambrose: 1997,
‘Asymmetric Perceptions of Ethical Frameworks of
Men and Women in Business and Nonbusiness
Settings’, Journal of Business Ethics 16(7), 719–
729.

Sintonen, T.: 1999, Etninen identiteetti ja narratiivisuus.
Kanadan suomalaiset elämänsä kertojina (SoPhi,
Jyväskylä)

Sintonen, T.: 2000, ‘Racism and Business Ethics’,
Electronic Journal of Business and Organization 
Ethics 5 (1). http://www.jyu.fi/ejbo/articles/
sintonen.html. 28.8.2000. 

Sturges, J.: 1999, ‘What it Means to Succeed: Personal
Conceptions of Career Success Held by Male and
Female Managers at Different Ages’, British Journal
of Management 10(3), 239–252.

Tannen, D.: 1995, ‘The Power of Talk: Who Gets
Heard and Why’, Harvard Business Review 73
(September–October), 138–148.

Traves, J., A. Brockbank and F. Tomlinson: 1997,
‘Careers of Women Managers in the Retail
Industry’, Services Industries Journal 17(1), 133–154.

266 Anna-Maija Lämsä and Teppo Sintonen



Tucker, M. L., A. M. McCarthy and M. C. Jones:
1999, ‘Women and Men Politicians: Are Some of
the Best Leaders Dissatisfied?’, Leadership &
Organization Development Journal 20(6), 285–290. 

United Nations: 1997, ‘Percentage female among
employers and own account workers, unpaid family
workers, employees, and administrative and man-
agerial workers, 1985/95’, Statistics Division of the
United Nations Secretariat from International Labour
Office. http://www.un.org/Depts/unsd/gender/5-
3dev.htm. 02.06.2000. 

West, C. and S. Fenstermaker: 1995: ‘Doing
Difference’, Gender & Society 9(1), 8–37.

Wilson, F.: 1999, ‘Genderquake? Did You Feel the
Earth Quake?’, Organization 6(3), 529–541.

Anna-Maija Lämsä
University of Jyväskylä,

School of Business and Economics,
P.O. Box 35,

Fin-40351 Jyväskylä, Finland
E-mail: lamsa@tase.jyu.fi

Teppo Sintonen
University of Jyväskylä,

Open University,
P.O. Box 35,

Fin-40351 Jyväskylä, Finland
E-mail: temisi@dodo.jyu.fi

A Discursive Approach to Understanding Women Leaders in Working Life 267


