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                                                                                        4. Analysis

                                                                4.4 Gender Barrier

                                
                    
4.4.1  Patriarchy 



When introducing the idea of barriers that could prevent women from reaching higher positions  in their careers, it seemed almost inevitable that some of our interviewees would mention the  patriarchal  system.  Although  only  briefly  mentioned  by  a  few  of  them,  it  was  still  worth  mentioning. 



Carla concludes that a reason preventing women from rising to the top is simply that men have  been in power for a very long time - ‘human history’, and that the idea of losing, or sharing that  power, the dismantling of the status quo, would automatically induce fear. It’s that fear, she  believes, that stops men from giving away some of their power and hold on to their privileges. 



since they are the ones currently dominating the system, they can very well assure, or do their  best, to make it stay the same (Interview 4, #101), basically reintroducing Becker’s allegations  of classic discrimination and old-boys’ network (1957, in Smith & Smith, 2015, p.32). 



On the other hand, Anonymous #2 did discuss the importance of not introducing the gender  equality issue as a fight for power but rather as an open conversation, a clearly non disruptive  one:  “There  are  ways  I'm  thinking  about  going  about  this  discussion  in  this  whole  gender  conversation. I Think openness and clear communication, not trying to necessarily only disrupt  the system. Trying to educate people as to how they could benefit from this. We're not stripping  men of their rights in any way, everything could improve as a result.” (Interview 7, #208). 



4.4.2  Gender Bias  



As a result of the patriarchal and binary system, a lot of gender bias, whether conscious or 

unconscious, are still in place. Both Anna and Anonymous #2, felt it impacted and still impacts 



felt their authority undermined by the male gender. In Anna’s case specifically, there is a feeling  of ineptitude which herself, she argued, might be projected from the inside out:  



“I think for me, when I meet people in this industry, when I use graphic designers  or  PR  agencies  or  whatever  that  I  communicate  with  as  well,  I  find  it  hard  to  actually own my own space; meeting these people and men, especially, in owning  you know, my talent or what I know how to do really well, because I also feel that  it might be my own feelings projected into them” (Interview 3, #66). 



Demonstrating a double edged sword that undermined her authority from within, possibly as a  sentiment of inferiority to men unconsciously installed by binary systems, and the real facts  that  she,  at  times,  had  been  treated  differently  because  of  her  gender.  Furthermore,  she  felt  further  pressured  and  ‘victimized  by  expectation’  perpetuated  by  the  binary  standards  that  require women to act lightly, smile, be charming and sexy, traits that can easily juxtapose those  attributed to male leadership. She stated that:  



“I feel like we're allowed to be really good at what we do, but we really need to be  like nice and happy and charming and flexible at the same time as we do it. We're  not allowed to be like -no, Nils, I will not have you ... […] You know, it's not sexy  to be too determined” (Interview 3, #68). 



What  Anna  it  talking  about  is  a  clear  example  of  ‘glass  cliff’  -  highlighting  the  fact  that,  although working conditions for women have dramatically improved, the precarious nature of  a  woman’s  career  will  remain  the  same  even  once  she  has  reached  a  leadership  position  (Czarniawska, 2008). In Anna’s case this obstacle comes from the expectations put on women  of  having  to  act  like  a  male  leader  while  still  preserving  female  traits  which,  in  the  social  subconscious, are often likely to contrast each other. 



On  the  other  hand,  Anne  Sofie  talked  about  how  her  career  had  been  recently  affected  by  positive gender bias. She felt she had recently been asked to be part of boards or jury at festivals  solely on the base of being a woman. Talking about being asked to jury at the Danish Spot  festival she said:  



“They had to set a jury to decide which artists should go in, and they asked me if I 

wanted to do it and I was like, yeah, well of course I will, but doesn't it make more 

sense for Rune who is the A&R? And is used to listening to music every day and 



who's the one who decides who we should sign, doesn't it make more sense that he  does it. And then they were like, no, we need a female.” (Interview 2, #49).  



Nevertheless, she resents this kind of attitude as she continually asserts her gender blindness by  appealing to her sense of meritocracy. 



4.4.3  Maternity  



Pregnancy is one of the most prominent differences that can be experienced between sexes. 



Hence maternity, can be one of the first obstacles that could come to mind when considering  limitations  to  women  careers.  Fairly  enough  almost  all  women  brought  up  maternity  when  discussing reasons for inequality. 



Anonymous #1 believed that such concerns, impact women career decisions from a young age  as she reported that already during university, many of her female peers would not choose an  entrepreneurial career for fear it would clash with a mother lifestyle:  



“I’ve talked with some people about it, especially people from CBS (Copenhagen  Business School) and people that got educated there and especially from where I  came from (communication studies), a lot of the girls didn’t have the courage to do  it, they just went out in other big organization because that felt safe.” (Interview 1, 



#24). 



Hazel’s concerns lied in the fact that the time in which an average woman would conceive in  Denmark, and the time to start an entrepreneurial career often coincide:  



“Something that's huge with the difference between men and women is women do  have a biological clock, and it sort of clashes a little bit with that exact time, which  is kind of ripe for being an entrepreneur. […]in your mid-twenties, late twenties,  early thirties.” (Interview 6, #159).  



Anonymous  #2  agreed  but  also  acknowledged  an  element  of  social  pressure  on  women  on  having children before the age of thirty which does not apply to nor stigmatize men. (Interview  7, #206) 



Another valid point of how motherhood could create difficulties for career ambition is given 

by Anna, which takes an emphatic perspective and considers that even though women have 



might still not want to sacrifice her time with her children. And that doing so might also unravel  certain social stigmas, and the fear to be labelled as a bad mother. (Interview 3, #81) 



A different perspective is given by Emma who believed in fact that women might experience  positive bias in their career when mothers. Her statement changes the perspective of the general  conversation on the topic and assumes that people might see motherhood as a selfish act in  regard to her career rather than the other way around; but that still men would not suffer from  that social pressure:  



“People are more in awe of you if you are a woman and you have a kid and a family  because they don’t expect you to make choices like that personal and selfish in way  of their career. So I think that’s a little different for men.” (Interview 5, #127) 



On a more personal level it can be argued that both Anne Sofie and Anna did feel to a certain  degree some negative bias. Anna did mention that often she had been asked whether or not she  was going to have a family soon, or personal questions about her relationships in professional  settings.  Regardless  of  that  she  intended  to  have  a  family  and  carry  on  her  work  as  an  entrepreneur at the same time. 



Anne Sofie simply mentioned that her boss did not seem to be very happy when she announced  her pregnancy, but that motherhood had never been a problem in her career. (Interview 2, #51). 



Emma, stated that being a mother motivated her to better her career and performance: “Maybe  I feel that things that happen in your life, for example becoming a mother, that really affected  my career, and that made me want to do better and like accomplish things.” (Interview 5, #155). 



Veronica also agreed that becoming a mother made her enhance her career and even stated that  she  would  recommend  hiring  mothers:  “I'm  just  more  experienced,  much  smarter  person.  I  would always hire moms. Really. I think you learn so much about yourself, about life that makes  you  a  better  and  more  efficient  manager  and  you're  better  at  making  good  decisions.” 



(Interview  8,  #245).  Nevertheless,  she  did  not  deny  that  becoming  a  mother  and  being  a 

successful entrepreneur requires great compromise and enormous amount of effort and that the 

only way to make it work was through a strict routine (Interview 8, #246). 



4.4.4  Ambitions 



When it came to questions about the communication of ambitions from a gender perspective,  Anonymous  #1  believed  that  it  differs  between  genders.  In  her  opinion,  although  similarly  ambitious in their career, men have a more direct way of communicating it than women: “boys  are a little bit more straightforward, and girls pack it in a little bit more, […] takes a little more  time to get to the point.” (Interview 1, #3). In her opinion it is not just an externalization issue  but an internalization issue too, in the way men and women think about their future, where men  are more actively acknowledging and acting upon the present moment while women tend to  project more into the future: “men are ambitious, but they are a little bit more -here and now,  whereas women are a lot - I think about this in the future.” (Interview 1, #1). 



Anne  Sofie  believed  it  was  a  matter  of  ‘positioning’  where  men  are  more  prone  to  it  than  women.  By  this  she  meant  that  men  are  better  at  externalizing  their  position  within  the  company, where they want to reach to, and what they are good at, while women have a hard  time  praising  their  qualities.  Herself,  she  does  not  like  to  point  out  her  unique  leadership  position even though she understands it could bring her many advantages:  



“I'm not the one who's posting things on LinkedIn all the time. It'd be like - hey I'm  the only female managing director in the Danish record business. I could do that. I  could position myself. I could probably go out and talk about it, but I don't do that  because I don't feel like I wouldn't be comfortable. and I don't have the need to do  it.” (Interview 3, #35). 



Such inclinations, it has to be noticed, are rather opposite to the way women use their unique  positions as competitive advantage by branding themselves as such. 



A different perspective is offered by Anne and Anonymous #2 and it has to do with the fact  that in their opinions nowadays, women that are more career oriented understand that they need  to act very early in the processes to show their competitiveness against their male counterparts  who are often more likely to get the aspired positions:  



“I think women now are very focused on - OK, my career if I’m going anywhere 

with it I have to prove myself now sooner than men” (Interview 7, #171) and also 

often  in  order  to  be  simply  taken  seriously: “I  need  to  prove  it  more  that  I'm  a 



serious business woman and that I will deliver. […] I always feel like I have to  prove myself a little bit more as a female.” (Interview 3, #69). 



Some of the interviewees argued that as a result of that, some women where only elevated to  higher positions when showing male leadership traits:  



“my general impression is that it's mostly men that are in the leadership positions  in those areas. And I feel like a lot of times if a woman has needed to obtain that  position, in a way where people will give her those qualities, (she) would be referred  to as (having) male qualities and that is what brought her to a leadership position  and  that  would  be  you  know,  using  your  elbows  being  really  competitive.”  said  Anna (Interview 3, #64).  



Similarly,  Carla  mentioned  that  she  thought  women  felt  like  they  need  to  assume  male  leadership traits in order to become competitive: “a lot of women feel like they need to be more  manly  to  sort  of  compete  or  be  respected,  in  the  same  way  that  men  do  naturally”.  In  her  opinion, women have to transcend their gender in order to experience the same respect as men  do (Interview 4, #92). 



4.4.5  Lack of role models 



A lack of female role models in leadership positions was also perceived as a barrier preventing  women from aiming at higher positions. When Anonymous #1 mentioned she felt she needed  to hire a business person that would help her focus on growing the company and help her with  the financial part of it, she said she could not help but visualize a man for that role. Her reason  for it was that her subconscious has only so far been fed with images of men being good at  business (Interview 1, #11). 



Anna mentioned she had been actively seeking mentors, all of which turned out to be male, and 

the same thing would occur when seeking investors, as if her path toward becoming a successful 

business  woman  was  constantly  confronted  to  the  fact  she  was  different  from  the  current 

standards, which can often make one feel out of place and intimidated. She did mention that 

she had made contact with a woman offering mentorship from CBS, but that the woman had 

eventually lost her job and could not go any further. (Interview 3, #83) 



Once again Anne Sofie blamed the media for focusing too much on the negative aspects of  gender inequality and fading the spotlight from women in leadership position that could play  an influential inspirational role. (Interview 2, #54)  



In sum the research sample was able to identify gender barriers, both experienced and perceived 

in their surroundings. These barriers were grouped from a strictly SME perspective and show 

that in Denmark there are still gender barriers that prevent it from being gender equal. The 

appreciation of these barriers helped analysing which of our interviewees were gender blind 

and which were not.  
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