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Abstract 



This paper examines how the communicative construction of gender plays a role in the career 

development  of  women.  A  qualitative  study  was  conducted,  including  eleven  in-depth 

interviews  with  employees  of  two  German  corporations.  Drawing  on  a  communicative 

perspective, we argue that gender is constructed communicatively in verbal and non-verbal 

communication  acts  and  that  gendered  norms  prevail  in  organizations.  We  describe 

expectations that have to be met to develop one’s career in the organizational context and 

explain how women make sense of their identity in the organizational context. We propose 

an inductively developed dynamic grounded theory model visualizing the interconnections 

between  the  communicative construction of gender, the resulting conflicting  constructs of 

the ‘Ideal Worker’ and the ‘Female Career’, the tensions that emerge from this, as well as 

individual and organizational reactions. We conclude that women are exposed to mutually 

contradicting  communication.  Our  study  contributes  to  organization  and  communication 

studies by providing further understanding of women’s identity struggles in connection to 

career development and the prevalence of the male norm in organizations.  
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1. Introduction  



We entered 2020 lifted by considerable accomplishments for women and equality. The first  woman had just been appointed CEO of a German DAX 30 company. More and more women  were entering the workforce, slowly but steadily even reaching higher positions. And most  importantly,  organizations  were  increasingly  getting  aware  of  the  great  opportunities  that  diverse  workforces  can  bring  to  them.  At  the  beginning  of  a  new  decade,  however,  we  currently find ourselves at a crucial point concerning women and their careers. Because in  the  light  of  the  severe  crisis  caused  by  the  Covid-19  pandemic,  a  different  picture  has  appeared only few months later. All DAX 30 companies are male-led once more, well-meant  diversity initiatives are being canceled and first studies have already shown that women are  met with a double burden in times of crisis, making up for the majority of the workforce in  so-called “systemically relevant” occupations and additionally taking over more care work  responsibilities than before (Bünning, Hipp, & Munnes, 2020).  



This  is  a  fatal  development  that  lets  us  reflect  on  the  question  if  our  accomplishments  concerning gender equality are as solid as we assumed them to be. The sudden crisis and the  changes  it  has  brought  have  shown  us  that  we  cannot  rest  on  past  achievements  and  that  efforts for equality, including research setting the theoretical frame for these, are as relevant  as ever before.  



Research on women’s career development has been a component of organizational studies  for several decades. Since women have started entering the workforce, differences between  male  and  female  career  paths  have  regularly  sparked  the  interest  of  scholars  (Phillipps  & 



Imhoff, 1997). In earlier years, their focus was mainly on the basic principles of the relatively 

new  phenomenon  of  women  pursuing  careers.  More  recent  scholarship  has  increasingly 

focused on more specific issues. Studies on distinct phenomena play a vital part in thoroughly 

understanding the mechanisms and potential barriers that women face in the course of their 

careers. Some examples of such research include a focus on specific initiatives, like career 

counseling  or  development  programs  (e.g.  Alshabani  &  Soto,  2020;  Danhauer,  Tooze, 

Barrett,  Blalock,  Shively,  Voytko,  &  Crandall,  2019),  other  focus  on  different  business 

sectors such as nonprofit organizations, sports or the public sector (e.g. Barrington, 2019; 
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Hancock  &  Hums,  2016;  Napitupulu,  Haryono,  Laksmi,  Sawitri,  &  Harsono,  2017),  or  specific  groups  of  women  like  immigrant  women  or  black  women  (e.g.  Rastogi,  2019; 



Culver,  2018).  With  our  research,  we  also  want  to  contribute  to  the  more  detailed  understanding of what women experience during their careers.  



Our  empirical  study  is  set  in  the  German  corporate  context.  We  focus  on  the  perception,  sensemaking,  opinions  and  attitudes  of  two  corporations’  employees  towards  their  own  career development, women in leadership positions and organizational processes concerning  the  career  development  of  women.  Therefore,  at  the  center  of  our  analysis  are  highly- educated individuals, pursuing a career in the corporate business world. Our study’s aim is  not to identify a collectively exhaustive overview of barriers that women might encounter. 



Rather, we approach this research with an open mind and are guided by the experiences of  our respondents. 



Our study aims at contributing to solve both theoretical and practical problems, dealing with  the underrepresentation of women in certain business fields or leadership positions. Research  has  shown  a  positive  relationship  between  a  diverse  leadership  team  and  business  performance (Hunt, Price, Dixon-Fyle, & Yee, 2018). Failure to establish diverse leadership  can  therefore  be  seen  as  a  business  disadvantage.  With  our  insights,  we  want  to  provide  theoretical explanations for the current situation for women in the labor market and thereby  increase the awareness of individuals and organizations in order to tackle the problem of too  little gender diversity.  



As identities, sensemaking processes and communication are of dynamic nature and ever-

changing,  it  is  important  to  constantly  renew  our  understanding  of  them.  As  the  topic  of 

gender diversity has recently picked up speed in the organizational world, it is also worth 

keeping  research  in  the  field  up  to  date.  In  order  to  explain  potential  new  problems  and 

understand the current situation, it is worth constantly renewing studies to successfully drive 

these changes. Therefore, even though there already exists quite some research on the career 

development  of  women,  our  study  is  important  and  unique,  as  it  focuses  on  yet  another 

context, timeframe, and location and applies an unique communicational perspective. All in 

all, by combining the lens of communicative  constitution of organizations with our career 

development focus, we want to understand how career sensemaking processes contribute to 

organizational reality.  



(7)
1.1 Definitions 



Before diving into our research, we want to establish the background mindset of our study,  by giving some relevant and clarifying definitions.  



Henceforth, we will refer to  actors using  a generic  feminine. This  means that we will use 



“she/her”  when  speaking  of  a  female  individual  or  an  individual  whose  gender  is  not  specified.  We  will  use  “he/his”  only  when  specifically  speaking  of  male  individuals. 



Additionally,  we  will  use  “they/their”  as  a  gender-neutral  form  to  avoid  evoking  biased  associations. We decided on this approach to ensure more concise formulations than with the  constant use of both feminine and masculine forms. We, however, make a point against the  conventional  practice  of  generic  use  of  the  masculine  form.  This  research  is  designed  to  advance women’s equality, and, in our opinion, all starts with language.   



We define communication as a process of sensemaking, viewing it as “the dynamic process  of  manipulating  symbols  toward  the  creation,  maintenance,  destruction,  and/or  transformation of meanings, which are axial – not peripheral – to organizational existence  and organizational phenomena” (Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009, p. 10). 



Conducting research with an interest in gender requires clarification about the term ‘gender’. 



We define gender as a concept that ranges between, but does not necessarily correspond to,  the established male and female genders. Gender for us includes sex-based social structures  and  gender  identity.  We  acknowledge  that  there  exist  more  gender  identities  beyond  the  men/women binary. We further assume that “gender is a complex, fragmentary, ongoing, and  contradictory  accomplishment  that  unfolds  at  the  intersection  of  communication  and  organizing” (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004).  



Our  study  deals  with  the  career  development  of  women.  By  women  we  mean  individuals  whose  gender  identity  aligns  with  social  expectations  towards  female  individuals  and  are  therefore  marked  as  women  by  others  as  well  as  individuals  who  identify  as  women  themselves. This goes along with the conviction that gender is constructed in communicative  interactions. We will further elaborate on this viewpoint when discussing our theoretical lens.  



This  paper  further  relates  to  what  is  often  called  ‘gender  diversity’  in  the  organizational 

context.  Gender  diversity  in  organizations  can  be  understood  as  individuals  of  different 

genders being equally well represented in the organization and its hierarchies. It is important 
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to bear in mind that, while proclaiming that this approach includes multiple genders, most  organizations still see a men/women binary behind this label.  



1.2 Questions and Objectives 



With  our  research,  we  want  to  contribute  to  the  further  understanding  of  how  communicational processes play a role in the career development of women. Thereby, we  adopt a perspective that is strongly focused on the individual. We will gather and analyze  qualitative data on corporate employee’s conception about topics related to women’s career  development,  women  in  leadership  position  and  according  organizational  structures.  With  this approach, we aim to gain valuable insights by  listening closely  to women and letting  their experiences guide our grounded theory building.  



We  want  to  answer  the  following  research  question:  How  does  the  communicative  construction of gender play a role in the career development of women?  



In order to thoroughly answer this question, we have to achieve some prerequisite research  objectives along the way. The overall research question can here be seen as a preliminary  research  question.  In  order  to  follow  our  research  question,  we  first  have  to  confirm  our  assumption  that  gender  is,  in  fact,  constructed  communicatively.  Therefore,  we  have  formulated  three  objectives  that  will  help  us  to  structure  our  research  and  guide  the  way  through our scientific exploration:  



1)  Show theoretically that gender is constructed communicatively  



2)  Describe  expectations  that  have  to  be  met  to  develop  one’s  career  in  the  organizational context 



3)  Explain how women make sense of their identity in the organizational context  Research objective 1) is necessary as a building block to proceed with our research question. 



We  will  therefore  address  this  objective  relatively  early,  in  the  chapter  on  literature  and  theory, more specifically in the chapter on the communicative constitution of organizations. 



Research objective 2) and 3) will be addressed in our findings chapter. Thereby, we set the 

basis  for  our  discussion,  where  our  main  concern  will  be  discussing  our  main  research 

question  about  how  the  communicative  construction  of  gender  plays  a  role  in  the  career 

development of women.  
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1.3 Overview and Structure 



To provide an overview of our paper, we will now introduce its structure and briefly state  how each chapter of the paper contributes to the overall aim of the research.  



This introduction is followed by a chapter about literature and theory. In the literature part,  we will review literature that we have identified as relevant for our research interest. This  includes a brief overview of literature about the career development of women, followed by  a  part  focused  on  career  development  in  gendered  organizations.  In  this  chapter,  we  will  introduce  literature  from  the  intersection  of  gender,  organization  and  occupation,  and  continue  with  reflections  on  current  developments.  Thereafter,  we  will  present  our  understanding of identity in organizations by reviewing essential literature on that topic. The  literature  review  is  followed  by  elaborations  on  our  theoretical  lens,  the  communicative  constitution  of  organizations.  We  will  explain  this  theory  and  elaborate  on  why  this  lens  proves useful for our research. Additionally, we will turn to our first research objective and  show theoretically that gender is constructed communicatively.  



The literature and theory chapter is followed by our methodology. Therein, we will discuss  our  methodological  approach,  including  our  approach  concerning  philosophy  of  science. 



Furthermore, we will elaborate on the type of research aims, our research data, sampling,  timescale and location and our data collection. We will then describe our process of the data  analysis  and  explain  how  we  developed  our  grounded  theory  model,  followed  by  further  reflections on our role as researchers.  



Thereafter, we will present our findings. This chapter is structured along our second and third  research objective, necessary to build a solid base for our discussion. Accordingly, we will  first present our findings regarding what expectations have to be met to develop one’s career  in  the  organizational  context.  Secondly,  we  will  show  our  findings  on  how  women  make  sense on their identity in the organizational context.  



This is followed by our discussion chapter. The discussion can be seen as an elaboration on  our developed dynamic grounded theory model. We will therefore start off by discussing the  communicative  construction  of  gender  in  our  case,  followed  by  the  two  constructs  of  the 



‘Ideal Worker’ and the ‘Female Career’ that we identified in our data. Thereafter, we will 

discuss the tensions that arise in reaction to the two introduced constructs. We will end our 
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discussion  with  reflections  on  reactions  to  these  tensions,  both  on  the  individual  and  the  organizational level. Overall, our discussion will enable us to answer our research question: 



how does the communicative construction of gender play a role in the career development of  women?  



In the conclusion, we will summarize our findings and discuss practical implications and the  relevance of our research. Furthermore, we will reflect on some of the choices we made for  this research and potential limitations emerging from those. Our thesis will be completed by  directions for future research.  



2. Literature & Theory  



We  will  start  our  literature  review  by  introducing  some  general  research  on  career  development  and  the  barriers  for  women  that  come  along  with  it.  Our  focus  being  on  the  corporate context, we will then proceed to look at the organizational level. We will review  research that has tried to explain emerging barriers for women in organizations, with a focus  on  the  occurrence  and  persistence  of  gendered  organizations.  Subsequently,  we  will  introduce our understanding of identity in the organizational context and the relevance of this  perspective  for  our  research.  We  then  proceed  to  define  our  theoretical  lens  of  communicational construction of organizations and the novel perspective we aim to gain with  this approach. 



2.1 Career Development of Women  



In  our  study,  we  examine  sensemaking  processes  related  to  the  career  development  of 

women.  Career  development  can  be  defined  as  a  (work)lifelong  process,  including  the 

identification  of  one’s  career  interests,  enhancement  of  abilities,  skills  and  knowledge  to 

advance one’s career, and the simultaneous assessment of these skills and interests in order 

to  achieve  career  mobility  (Dawson,  Thomas,  &  Goren,  2013).  Career  development  is 

therefore  always  connected  to  change.  The  traditional  concept  of  career  development 

includes an individual moving up the hierarchy within an organization, associated with long 

employment in one organization. This concept is, however, disappearing increasingly due to 
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new organizational concepts that emerge in response to new technology and globalization,  resulting in flatter hierarchies and more frequent job changes. Additionally, greater diversity  in the workforce is said to drive this change (Wittmer & Rudolph, 2015). This results in a  new  concept  of  what  we  call  ‘horizontal  career  development’:  striving  for  a  portfolio  of  different competencies, with an emphasis on insights into different business fields instead of  enhancing  one’s  expertise  in  merely  one  specific  business  field  and  moving  up  the  hierarchical  latter.  While  career  trajectories  seem  to  have  changed  in  recent  years,  it  is  questionable,  and  to  be  discussed  in  this  research,  if  this  development  has  improved  conditions for women’s career development or if it rather imposes more conflicts on women.  



It is a complex issue to determine the relationship between the career development and the  gender of an individual, because countless factors play into career decisions and outcomes,  and  it  cannot  be  described  as  a  causal  relationship.  Studies  on  career  development  have  shown, however, that there do not always exist equal opportunities for career development  (Wilson, 1998). There are, in fact, differences between career development of women and  men (Thomas, 2005). While women nowadays are equally well educated as men, they still  do much more domestic labor than men (Samtleben, 2019; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2018). 



In addition, some women take time off work due to childbirth and therefore have overall –  over their entire work life – less time available to devote to their careers (Wolfinger, Mason, 



& Goulden, 2008). Additionally, research has shown that parenthood in fact has a negative  effect on women’s work hours (Abele & Spurk, 2011). The discussion about these different  natural  conditions  frequently  serves  as  the  fundamental  starting  point  for  all  discussions  about equal career opportunities for men and women and is, therefore, relevant to follow our  discussion.   



Although society has come a long way since the only choice for women was household work, 



“the tremendous salience of women’s traditional role as homemaker continues to permeate 

virtually every aspect of their career development” (Osipow & Fitzgerald, 1996, p. 249). It 

is to be determined in our research if this is still applicable today. Past research has shown 

frequently  how  women,  who  want  to  advance  their  career,  find  themselves  trapped  in  the 

contradicting  values  of  society.  While  it  is  expected  of  highly  educated  women  to  pursue 

their career and develop their talents, it is simultaneously expected of them to raise a family 

and  devote  their  undivided  attention  to  family  responsibilities  (Rodenstein,  Pfleger,  & 
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Colangelo, 1977). This phenomenon is not a concept of the past: Today, over 62 % of unpaid  care work in Germany is done by women (International Labour Organization, 2018). This  illustrates how contradicting values create ambiguity about career decisions, which leads to  women  having  to  compromise  more  frequently  and  with  higher  repercussions  concerning  career progression than men (Bolton, 1980). Dual expectations of women persist until today  and lead to additional challenges for them. Expectations of women in terms of household and  family remain. At the same time, men are not expected to take on a significantly higher share  of housework, which leads to a double burden for women (Phillips & Imhoff, 1997). Another  factor  that  affects  women  more  strongly  than  men  is  parenthood.  Women  frequently  experience a parenting penalty  in their career, namely discrimination due  to their parental  status, while men even benefit from being fathers (Mason & Goulden, 2002; Abele & Spurk,  2011). 



Other barriers for women’s career development arise from the nature of work. The best career  development opportunities tend to be informal  and  not tied to performance (e.g. Yusuf & 



Hasnidar, 2020). This includes networks, workplace relationships among peers or superiors  and subordinates. Due to biases, they, however, may be unavailable to those who need them  the most, namely underrepresented groups such as women. Biases make it hard to develop  such  beneficial  workplace  relationships,  resulting  in  aggravated  conditions  for  career  development for those making their way into male-dominated fields (Dawson et al., 2013).  



A promising approach to investigating the various barriers for women’s career development 

is the focus on individual identity (Forrest & Mikolaitis, 1987). For a better understanding of 

how workplace reality, including the barriers introduced above, is perceived and plays a role 

in the career development of women, we focus on the individual for this research. We try to 

better  understand  her  sensemaking  regarding  her  own  career  development  and  how  her 

gender plays a role in it. The knowledge that biases and obstacles persist is important as a 

first step. However, in addition, understanding the sensemaking behind too few women in 

leadership positions and career obstacles is a crucial aspect to find a solution for this problem.  
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2.2 Career Development in Gendered Organizations 



2.2.1 Gender, Organization & Occupation 



In  order  to  explain  the  current  reality  in  organizations  that  plays  a  role  in  the  career  development of women, we have to focus on some societal and organizational structures that  have determined private and public life for generations. 



The origin of the differences in men’s and women’s career development lies in the historical  familial division of labor and interaction at home (West & Zimmerman, 1987). While women  were responsible for care and household labor, men’s primary responsibility was earning a  living for their family (Witz & Savage, 1992). Having no responsibilities for children or other  family demands, the working day of men was characterized by arriving at the workplace on  time, followed by eight hours of uninterrupted work away from home and the possibility to  work  overtime  or  travel  if  requested  (Acker,  2006;  Kelly,  Ammons,  Chermack,  &  Moen,  2010). This gendered segregation between unpaid care work and paid employment work was  established and reproduced over decades and centuries and resulted in a socially constructed  subordination of women (West & Zimmerman, 1987). As men were forming the majority in  organizations,  the  world  from  the  male  standpoint  was  taken  as  reality  (Smith,  1988),  resulting  in  a  deep  establishment  of  the  male  norm  (Broadbridge  &  Hearn,  2008). 



Consciously  or  unconsciously,  an  image  of  the  “permanent,  formal  and  lineal  ‘universal  worker’ [was formed] who is decisive, assertive, and independent” (Ashcraft, 1999, p. 246). 



The  image  of  this  ‘universal  worker’  did  not  include  sexuality,  reproduction  and  emotionality, and was moreover associated with a masculine communication and leadership  style,  commonly  understood  as  hierarchical,  competitive  and  emotionally  detached  (Ashcraft, 1999). When women were increasingly pushing into companies to perform work  for  pay,  they  still  remained  the  primary  persons  responsible  for  care  and  family  work. 



Additionally, women were only recruited as cheap labor force, with no intentions of giving 

them a chance to pursue a career as men had before. Consequently, male employees were 

still seen as the only eligible workers for promotion into the pre-described career structures, 

even if there existed competent female alternatives at the same time. All this led to a gendered 

hierarchical structure and a strengthening of the masculine culture at the top (Billing, 2011).  
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Feminist scholarship’s interest has always included the focus on gender and organizations. 



Yet,  for  a  long  time,  they  failed  to  specify  the  male  dominance  (e.g.  Kanter,  1977)  and,  instead, identified bureaucracy as the main oppressor (e.g. Ferguson, 1984). This was caused  by the fact that gender is difficult to see, when only the masculine is present. Being trapped  in these definitional constraints, feminist scholarship theorized about organizations as gender  neutral (Acker, 1990). In order to address this limitation, Joan Acker (1990) introduced her  theory  of  gendered  organization,  which  was  revolutionary  and  has  been  a  foundation  for  feminist  organizational  research  ever  since.  This  theory  is  also  an  important  basis  for  our  research focus, as will be revealed below.  



The theory of gendered organization states that gender is constantly created and reproduced  in  organizational  processes  and  therefore  deeply  built  into  the  structure  of  work  organizations.  Five  processes  are  presented  that  are  responsible  for  the  production  of  gendered social structures: The organizational logic, the division of labor, cultural symbols,  workplace  interactions  and  individual  identities  are  responsible  for  the  tenacious  gender  inequality (Acker, 1990). Inequality is  thereby defined as “systematic disparities between  participants in power and control over goals, resources, and outcomes; workplace decisions  […]; opportunities for promotion and interesting work; security in employment and benefits; 



pay […]; respect; and pleasure in work and work relations” (Acker, 2006, p. 443). 



At  the  center  of  these  processes  is  the  organizational  logic  (Acker,  1990).  Underlying 

practices and assumptions are consolidated in written work rules, job evaluations and labor 

contracts, as well as  in managerial directives. For example, many job descriptions contain 

gendered stereotypes and the typical division of labor, giving preference to people, who can 

entirely  commit  themselves  to  the  organization.  Due  to  the  assumption  of  existing  care 

responsibilities,  women  are  in  many  cases  automatically  excluded,  which  gives  male 

employees room for employment or promotion (Williams, Muller, & Kilanski, 2012). Every 

time such a set of decision rules that privileges masculine qualities is followed, managerial 

values  are  reproduced,  and  organizational  hierarchies  become  reified,  as  these  “rational-

technical, ostensibly gender-neutral, control systems are built upon and conceal a gendered 

substructure […] in which men’s bodies fill the abstract jobs. Use of such abstract systems 
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continually reproduces the underlying gender assumptions and the subordinated or excluded  place of women” (Acker, 1990, p. 154).  



Especially  important  for  our  research  is  this  relationship  of  gender  and  hierarchies  in  organizations, with white men at the top. “The image of the successful organization and the  image  of  the  successful  leader  share  many  of  the  same  characteristics,  such  as  strength,  aggressiveness,  and  competitiveness”  (Acker,  2006,  p.  445).  The  wage-setting  and  supervisory  practices  were  conducted  by  white,  male  mangers,  resulting  in  an  unequal  distribution of women and men in organizational class hierarchies. However, it is difficult to  break through this division, as existing jobholders interpret these job evaluation documents  and written decision rules. Consequently, the career development of women depends on the  judgement of, mostly male, decisionmakers, as they define who is suitable (Acker, 2006). 



Gender  bias  is  particularly  likely  to  occur  in  recruitment  and  promotion  practices.  The  tendency  to  give  preference  to  people  who  are  like  oneself  is  known  as  ‘homosocial  reproduction’  (Elliott  &  Smith,  2004;  Kanter,  1977).  Ergo,  in  order  to  change  these  discriminatory  practices,  members  of  the  management  group  must  attribute  the  organizational underrepresentation of women to  the deadlocked system processes  – not to  the fault of individual women (Acker, 2006).  



Our research focuses on the career development of women in the corporate context. In doing  so,  we  do  not  focus  on  members  of  one  specific  occupational  group.  Instead,  we  want  to  focus on women in the corporate context and the fact that they want to pursue and advance  their career, for example in leadership positions. On the organizational level, it seems that  we  do  not  only  have  to  consider  the  theory  of  gendered  organization,  but  that  we  must  broaden our understanding with the observation that “occupations and activities, as well as  people,  have  gender  identities”  (Kirkham  &  Loft,  1993,  p.  511).  According  to  Ashcraft  (2013), the nature of work is  judged  in large parts  by the social identities aligned with  it. 



Building  on  that,  Ashcraft  introduces  the  conception  of  the  ‘occupational  identity’. 



According  to  her,  occupational  identity  serves  as  a  carrier  of  narratives  “regarding  what 

counts  as  legitimate  work,  what  tasks  matter  more  and  why,  who  ‘naturally’  belong  in 

particular  jobs,  and  so  forth”  (Ashcraft,  2007,  p.  7).  People  can  relate  to  this  social 

construction to answer who they are by what kind of work they are doing, instead of where 
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and with whom (Ashcraft, 2013). She examines the “dynamic relation between the abstract  image and actual role performance of a job” (Ashcraft, 2007, p. 12). This means looking at  the  relationship  of  the  public  discourses  of  occupational  identity,  which  manifest  in  conversational representations of the essence of a job and the individuals who perform it, and  the actual micro-practices and sensemaking by individuals performing those jobs (Ashcraft,  2005; Ashcraft, Muhr, & Rennstam, 2012). 



Building on that, Ashcraft developed the metaphor of the glass slipper to uncover systematic  forms of advantage and disadvantage (Ashcraft & Ashcraft, 2015). The glass slipper stands  for how “occupations come to appear ‘naturally’ possessed of features that fit certain people  and are more improbable for others” (Ashcraft, 2013, p. 6). The metaphor captures how the  identity of work is a naturalized invention and summons not only categories such as gender,  but also intersections of such categories. Furthermore, it captures how “the identity of work  may draw attention to features that favour certain practitioners but have little to do with the  actual work” (Ashcraft, 2013, p. 16). If the work seems to demand a certain type of worker,  it may be precisely because the work was configured to foster a preference for individuals  who exhibit these criteria. Additionally, the glass slipper also includes how some individuals,  like the “ugly stepsisters” in the metaphor, experience difficulties of fitting in or faking, when  a  work  identity  was  not  made  for  them.  The  alignment  between  occupations  and  social  identities leads to systematic forms of advantage and disadvantage, such as the preference of  certain male practitioners over female ones.  



In our case, we take the definition of the occupational identity more abstractly and instead of  focusing on what Ashcraft calls an ‘occupation’ apply a broader definition. To us, leadership  positions in the corporate context also share a common occupational identity, even if they  differ regarding their area of operation. 



2.2.2 Gendered Organizations in the 21
st Century  



As  a  considerable  number  of  women  nowadays  have  advanced  to  the  middle  levels  of 

organizations, some even to the top, many people argue that the above-listed characteristics 

and circumstances are an issue of the past and that inequality is not worth being a priority for 

organizations today. To verify or refute these statements, researchers are dealing with female 

career development in the new economy and examining whether gender still plays a role.  
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In contrast to the traditional career model, the career in the twenty-first century workplace is  not predetermined by a clear, uniform path. Instead, employment is characterized by time- bound  projects  and  increasingly  insecure  employment  practices  and  therefore  more  precarious (Williams  et  al., 2012). The  image of  the career is no longer associated with a  ladder, but with a map and its possibilities of developing one’s career in horizontal as well  as vertical directions (Williams et al., 2012; Kelan, 2008). 



The new economy is associated with new forms of flexibility, freedom and accountability  (Kelan,  2008).  Being  innovative,  flexible  and  willing  to  take  risks  are  the  character  traits  expected of workers in this career model. Some scholars argue that this is advantageous for  women as they are already accustomed to the portfolio career lifestyle, which resembles the  model that many women already find themselves in today, namely incorporating private and  professional  responsibilities  in  their  everyday  routines  (Hewlett  2007;  O’Leary,  1977). 



Without doubt, the portfolio model offers better possibilities to manage care and professional  responsibilities than the traditional  career model. However, the widespread  expectation of  being able to manage both tasks completely leads to an increase in gender roles and deprives  women  of  the  arguments  for  demanding  more  child-friendly  systems  (Kelan,  2008). 



Moreover, the available amount of options to advance one’s career results in the assumption 

that men and women have equal opportunities for success. Williams et al. (2012) refute this 

assumption by showing that the characteristics of the new career model have an impact on 

the persistence of gender inequality. Career development turns out to be increasingly people-

dependent  as  opposed  to  process-dependent.  In  spite  of  team  evaluations,  the  main 

responsibility  of  identifying  top  performers  lies  with  team  leaders.  In  order  to  be 

recommended for future placements and bonuses it is important to stand out from the team 

and draw attention to the own performance. In addition to the already existing gender biases, 

promoting the own affairs is especially difficult for women, since self-expression in male-

dominated environments can have negative consequences - similar to networking activities 

(Babcock & Laschever, 2003; Bowles, Babcock, & Lai, 2007; Broadbridge, 2004). Instead 

of discussing and reducing the persisting barriers, women are motivated to circumvent the 

occurring barriers and look for alternative options to become successful. Consequently, not 
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being able to advance the own career becomes a woman’s personal failure and is not anymore  linked to barriers and discriminatory processes within the organization (Kelan, 2008). 



Some organizations are aware that they reinforce internal gender inequality through work- family  policies  and  by  offering  more  flexibility,  as  those  programs  are  predominantly  occupied  by  women,  which  corresponds  to  the  traditional  model  (Kelly  et  al.,  2010). 



Research,  however,  shows  that  confronting  an  organizational  culture  directly  with  an  innovative  workplace  initiative,  directed  towards  everybody  in  the  organization,  does  not  challenge  the  organizational  assumptions,  behaviors  and  interactions  that  make  up  the  gendered ideal worker norm either. Consequently, the study by Kelly et al. (2010) reveals  the salience and power of the “masculinized ideal worker norm and related practices at work  [and] underscores the embeddedness of gender at work and at home" (p. 299). 



21
st-century  trends  to  change  work  environment  and  styles  have  found  their  way  into  the  corporate context by now. Therefore, these observations could turn out to be important for  our research, as it will be interesting to see if these mechanisms persist in our case, and how  they are made sense of. 



In  order  to  be  successful  within  the  new  economy,  it  is  necessary  to  have  skills  in  multi- tasking, connectivity and friendliness (Pink, 2001; Peters, 2001).  As these characteristics are  associated with femininity, women are called to be the ideal workers of the future. But does  the future really belong to women? 



Although women are associated with these needed characteristics, they do not automatically  benefit from new chances. The result is a dual-labor market, in which women are occupying  the  risky  portfolio  jobs,  while  men  maintain  in  the  rigor  top  positions  (Kelan,  2008). 



Furthermore, Abrahamsson (2003) argues “that when something that has traditionally been  gendered feminine becomes prestigious and important [its] meaning changes and it becomes  masculine, specifically referring to the gendering of social competence as part of a modern  work ideal. The social skills of women [are] interpreted as founded on natural traits, while  men’s  [are]  acknowledged  as  intellectual  and  acquired  and  therefore  more  important” 



(Abrahamsson,  2003,  in  Wahl,  2014,  p.  135).  In  order  to  achieve  gender  equality,  it  is 

therefore not enough to push a positive construction of women, but the masculine norm must 

be challenged. Keeping this in mind, only the future can tell us whether the female worker 
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will  become  the  ideal  of  the  future,  or  whether  the  mass  of  women  will  still  be  seen  as  deficient, while men are seen as intelligent and able to learn the required characteristics of  an ideal worker.  



2.3 Women and Identity in Organizations 



Examining  how  the  communicative  construction  of  gender  plays  a  role  in  the  career  development of women requires a strong focus on the individual. Assuming that women who  decide for a corporate career path pursue similar goals as their male counterparts, reasons for  the differences in their career advancement have to be investigated directly where they take  effect: in women’s sensemaking. As already mentioned, our particular interest lies in how  communicative processes shape reality. Therefore, we must understand how individual actors  form their identity in response to  their perceived reality. In that, we  agree with Alvesson,  Ashcraft,  and  Thomas  (2008),  in  viewing  identity  as  "key  to  understanding  the  complex,  unfolding and dynamic relationship between self, work and organization" (p. 8).  



Social categories of difference, such as the differentiation based on gender, are not neutral or  detached  from  individuals  and  therefore  matter  for  women’s  identities  (Ashcraft,  2013). 



Therefore, to understand what it really means for women individually to be a woman in their  professional position, it is necessary for us to look at their identity construction. “Identities  are somehow invisible in most popular paradigms for diversity management” (Villesèche,  Muhr, & Holck, 2018, p. 6), and therefore, organizations fail to consider identities in their  diversity  initiatives. Therefore, we want to  take this perspective to provide novel findings  that  may  help  gender  diversity  management  to  better  be  able  to  advance  the  career  development of women. 



We focus on the individual level of sensemaking in this research, and although reflecting on 

the  individual  reacting  to  organizational  circumstances,  we  do  not  focus  on  what  is 

commonly  described  as  “organizational  identity”  –  the  complex  communicational 

construction  of  image  and  identity  attached  to  organizations,  or  the  central,  enduring  and 

distinctive features of an organization (Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 2000). Instead, we view 
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individuals as our subject of analysis and therefore rather examine how the individual reflects  on and makes sense of organizational structures and thereby constructs and alters her identity.  



But what does ‘identity’ of individuals in an organizational context mean? “Reflecting on  identity […] makes us ask: who am I? But also: who am I not? And who do I want to be?” 



(Villesèche et al., 2018, p. 2). There are different definitions and perspectives on identity in  research,  the  central  debates  revolving  around  stability,  coherence  and  agency  (Brown,  2015). In accordance with the communicational lens of our study, the assumption is made  for  this  research  that  identity  is  constructed  communicatively,  with  communication  being  constitutive and generative, not merely a means of expression (Ashcraft, 2007).  



This leads us to viewing identity as ever-changing, shaped by communicative processes that  constitute, reproduce and disrupt identities. In our case, this means that individual identities  are shaped by outside  communicative processes and the individual reflecting on  them but  also  by  recounting  experiences  and  stories  to  others  (McDonald,  2013).  From  this  perspective,  identity  always  is  an  outcome  of  power  struggles.  Those  communicative  processes that are most powerful have the biggest impact on identities. Taking this viewpoint  enables us to uncover privilege and structural disadvantages and potentially ignite change for  disadvantaged  individuals,  in  our  case,  women  (Villesèche  at  al.,  2018).  The  acknowledgement  of  the  fluidity  of  identity  might  at  first  sight  contradict  our  focus  on  a  demarcated group of individuals marked as ‘women’. We follow this approach as we assume  gender to be among the social arrangements from which individuals derive their core identity. 



When speaking of women, we therefore mean individuals who are identified and marked by  society as female at the given point of time.  



We further follow the notion of several scholars that individuals constantly seek to shape and  adjust  their  personal  identities  in  organizations  while  at  the  same  time  being  shaped  by  communicative  forces  (Sveningsson  &  Alvesson,  2003).  Individuals  can  actively  resist  organizational modes of domination and identity construction is therefore viewed here as a  dialectic process between structure and agency.  



Thus,  normalizing  communicative  processes  construct  shared  truths,  which  determine 

individuals’ understanding of how the world should be and how they as individuals should 

be to fit in. Therefore, “the concept of identity itself is considered a form of subjugation: an 

internalization of socially constructed and accepted norms” (Villesèche et al., 2018, p. 66). 
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This also means that individuals in their identity construction are always influenced by the  society they are a part of, resulting in fragmented identities, as most individuals are exposed  to different and sometimes mutually exclusive communications that influence their identities. 



This  phenomenon  is  occasionally  explained  with  the  notion  of  a  ‘true’  and  ‘fake’  self,  constructed by individuals, along with the assumption that the private self is the true essence  of the self, while the professional self is more of a costume or disguise (Tracy & Trethewey,  2005).  This  notion  has,  however,  been  criticized  for  marginalizing  essential  aspects  of  an  identity as ‘fake’, although one identity is not truer than the other one, but all are equally  true. Combining different identities in one can rather be seen as different aspects of identity  being foregrounded at different times due to the different contexts individuals are placed in. 



This is of importance for our research, due to the common conflict of women to conform to  both  societal  and  organizational  role  models  at  the  same  time,  as  already  mentioned  concerning their career development. A classic example is the female executive with kids,  who struggles to be  accepted as an equally professional and competent counterpart to her  male colleagues, risking being called ‘bossy’ if she is too confident (Villesèche at al., 2018). 



In the private context, she has to fight to be seen as a good mother, as long working hours  clash with the social ideal of motherhood. Her identity is therefore never stable but constantly  negotiated  in  the  struggle  between  the  societal  and  individual  communications  of  womanhood, motherhood and leadership. This leads to different aspects of her identity being  prominent at different times, but never means that one part of her identity is given up at a  certain point. 



Another concept relevant for identity building, especially considering groups and affiliations  such as those associated with gender is ‘othering’. Othering can be defined as communication  by a dominant group by which certain individuals or groups are objectified or disenfranchised  and treated as a nonperson (Bullis & Bach, 1996). Through language, categories of the self  and the other are sustained. However, othering does not only occur between dominant group  and subordinated groups, but also within subordinated groups such as among women. Ezzell  (2009) examined how women as members of subordinated groups, as part of their identity  work, act “in ways that challenge dominants’ expectations for their group, yet seek approval  from  dominants”  (p.  111).  He  found  that  some  of  their  strategies  can  be  described  as 



‘defensive  othering’,  meaning  that  women  accept  the  legitimacy  of  a  devalued  identity 
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imposed  by  the  dominant  group,  but  consequently  distance  themselves  from  it  by  saying 



“there  are  indeed  others  to  whom  this  applies,  but  it  does  not  apply  to  me”  (Schwalbe,  Holden, Schrock, Godwin, Thompson, & Wolkomir, 2000). Othering is therefore a way of  disenfranchising,  devaluating,  or  marginalizing  a  person  or  process  and  simultaneously  boosting one’s own identity (Bach, 2005). Schwalbe et al. (2000) identify defensive othering  as  an  important  process  in  the  reproduction  of  inequality,  which  can  occur  in  multiple  contexts.  



Having introduced the significance of communication for individuals’ identity construction,  we now turn to our theoretical lens. We specify how the reviewed literature comes together  under the lens of communicative constitution of organizations and how the approach can help  us in our endeavor to examine how the communicative construction of gender plays a role in  the career development of women.  



2.4 Theoretical Lens: Communicative Constitution of Organizations 



“Organizations […] are talked into existence” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409) 



As a junction of our reviewed literature and the following methodology, we will now connect  the two chapters by outlining the theoretical lens applied for this research. We will clarify  what lens we chose, how it fits our thematic focus of women’s career development and why  we consider it useful to help us uncover new insights for our research. 



Similar to identity scholarship, the field of organization studies has recently experienced a  shift from the notion of the organization as a static entity towards a dynamic process (McPhee 



&  Zaug,  2000).  The  dynamic  nature  of  organizations  is  hereby  attributed  to  constant  communication and sensemaking within and about organizations.  



This theory field is known as ‘communication constitutes organization’ or ‘communicative  constitution of organizations (CCO) (Schoeneborn, 2013; Schoeneborn & Vásquez, 2017). 



CCO’s basic assumption is a fundamental constitution of social reality through the use of 

language  (Schoeneborn,  2013).  This  leads  to  the  notion  that  organizations  consist  of 

continually  interlinked  processes.  In  CCO,  communication  is  therefore  not  seen  as  an 
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instrument to reach certain organizational goals, as this would imply that organization and  communication  are  separate  phenomena  (Schoeneborn,  2013).  Transmission  views  of  communication  are  therefore  rejected,  as  they  assume  one-to-one  transferability  of  information,  which  is  opposed  to  the  notion  that  reality  is  perceived  differently  by  every  individual and that communication always entails elements of co-construction, which cannot  be  controlled  by  the  communicator  (Schoeneborn,  Blaschke,  Cooren,  McPhee,  Seidl,  & 



Taylor, 2014; Schoeneborn & Vásquez, 2017). 



Our study is first and foremost concerned with issues from the field of organization studies,  namely career development of women. However, we agree with CCO scholars that insights  from  communication  studies,  particularly  the  CCO  perspective,  are  likely  to  advance  the  study  of  organizations  (Schoeneborn  et  al.,  2014;  Ashcraft  et  al.,  2009).    According  to  Ashcraft  and  Mumby  (2004),  scholars  in  the  field  of  organizational  communication  are  particularly well equipped to enhance the understanding of how gender and organizing are  accomplished  dialectically,  given  their  interests  in  collectively  produced  messages  and  meanings,  structural  processes,  and  communication  across  private,  public,  mundane,  and  mediated contexts. Therefore, we utilize the communicational lens in our study to gain new  insights  about  how  the  communicative  construction  of  gender  plays  a  role  in  the  career  development of women.  



For our research, we treat the CCO perspective as a unified theory, keeping in mind that there  exist  considerable  epistemological  and  methodological  differences  between  the  different  schools of CCO (Schoeneborn et al., 2014). The perspective we take here is, however, closest  to what is called the ‘Montreal School’ of Organizational Communication (e.g. Bencherki & 



Cooren,  2011;  Cooren,  Taylor,  &  Van  Every,  2006;  Taylor  &  Van  Every,  2000).  This  is  because of its emphasis on the organizing properties of communication, whereby “all kinds  of speech acts have the potential to give rise to organization” (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 



308). This very open definition of constitutive communication acts gives us the chance to 

impartially examine the entirety of the data that we gathered and does not bear the risk of 

missing important patterns due to the exclusion of certain kinds of communication that were 

expressed or referred to. Furthermore, we assume that material objects such as texts and tools 

are  “endowed  with  agency  […]  as  soon  as  they  are  acknowledged,  mobilized,  or 
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foregrounded in the context of language use” (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 308). We therefore  do not decide a priori who or what is acting and communicating but let our empirical data  lead to the answer (Schoeneborn & Vásquez, 2017).  



Another contribution of CCO that is of importance for our research is that it highlights how  communication “generates defining realities of organizational life, such as culture, power,  networks,  and  the  structure-agency  relation”  (Ashcraft  et  al.,  2009,  p.  1).  Especially  interesting for our research is the view on power, which is always closely linked to gender in  organizations  (Ashcraft  et  al.,  2009).  CCO  sees  power  systems  as  constructed  by  communication, while these systems in turn constrain communication. Some scholars even  see  equivalency  of  communication  and  power  relation  to  a  certain  extent,  meaning  that  communication is the site where power relations such as gender are accomplished and thus  exist  (Ashcraft  et  al.,  2009).  This  leads  to  a  view  of  communication  as  an  outcome  of  discursive  struggles  and  an  embodied  process  with  material  consequences  for  women.  As  established in the literature on gendered organizations above, organizations consist of power  structures. Our CCO approach enables us  to uncover how communication occurs in those  structures and how it (re)produces or challenges the systems of power. This view on power  also goes along with our earlier introduced conception of individual identity. Communication  as  a  means  of  power  determines  “how  organizational  members  develop  norms,  values,  meanings, that is, a certain consciousness that makes the organization and  their place in it  understandable  and  meaningful”  (emphasis  added)  (Deetz  &  Kersten,  1983,  p.  160). 



Furthermore, in our study we stay close to the premise of CCO of analyzing what “actors are  performing by communicating, how they do so, and the consequences of their communicative  actions” (Schoeneborn & Vásquez, 2017, p. 3).   



Having established our theoretical lens, now leads us to summarize that throughout our study, 

gender  and  identity  are  assumed  to  be  constructed  analogously  to  how  organizations  are 

assumed  to  be  constructed  from  the  CCO  perspective  –  namely  communicatively.  As 

established  in  the  previous  literature  review,  gender  and  identity  are  building  blocks  of 

organizations. Therefore, they can be analyzed in the same way as organizations and CCO 

proves to be a suitable lens for this approach. 
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This leads us to a first interim result, concerning our first research objective: We have now  shown theoretically that gender can in fact be seen as constructed communicatively. We are  therefore  able  to  confirm  and  proceed  with  our  research  question:  How  does  the  communicative construction of gender play a role in the career development of women?  



In our discussion, we will additionally illustrate that gender is communicatively constructed  in our  case with  examples from our data. We will furthermore address our  other research  objectives: 2) what expectations have to be met do develop one’s career in the organizational  context, and 3) how women make sense of their identity in the organizational context.  



After having set the theoretical context and thereby the overall lens we apply to our research,  we  will  in  the  following  elaborate  on  the  specific  methodology  we  applied  to  gather  and  analyze our data. 



3. Methodology  



3.1 Methodological Approach  



In our research, we investigate how the communicative construction of gender plays a role  in  the  career  development  of  women.  More  specifically,  we  are  looking  at  the  individual  sensemaking of women within the organizational context in two corporations. 



The  first  basic  assumption  underlying  our  methodology  is  a  relativist  ontology, 

acknowledging  that  there  are  many  truths  and  that  facts  depend  on  the  viewpoint  of  the 

observer  (Easterby-Smith,  Thorpe,  Jackson,  &  Jaspersen,  2018).  This  goes  in  line  with  a 

relational constructionist epistemology, which views reality as subjective and constructed in 

the  interactions  of  humans  in  relation  with  one  another  and  all  that  exists.  Investigating 

something therefore consists of engaging with research objects, which “act on us as much as 

we act on them” (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 228). This approach enables us to appreciate 

social  as  well  as  cognitive  construction  processes  and,  furthermore,  gives  way  to 

investigating the way individuals make sense of their personal experiences (Kraus, 2019). 
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For our specific research interest, this leads to the assumption that the organizational world  is constructed socially and communicatively in humans interacting with their environment.  



When reviewing  literature, our approach was further confirmed to be very appropriate for  our research of investigating how the communicative construction of gender plays a role in  the career development of women, as it is a common choice in organizational communication  research.  



3.2 Type of Research Aims 



With  our  basic  research,  we  aim  to  expand  scientific  understanding  in  our  field  of  organizational  communication  and  develop  knowledge  and  theories.  Our  research  is  of  exploratory nature, aiming to explore aspects of an under-researched problem, in our case  the communicative construction of gender in individual sensemaking, and the role it plays in  the career development of women.  



Following our research aim, we applied a qualitative method, concerned with data in a non- numeric form, and defined as research that does not test theory and “produces findings not  arrived at by statistical procedures or other means of quantification” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998,  p.  10).  We  chose  this  qualitative  approach,  as  our  interest  lies  in  in-depth  accounts  of  sensemaking, opinions and experiences of individual actors. 



We further applied an inductive method, meaning a “type of reasoning that begins with study  of  a  range  of  individual  cases  and  extrapolates  patterns  from  them  to  form  a  conceptual  category” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 188).  



Qualitative, inductive research comprises a range of methods, such as ethnography, narrative  analysis  and  grounded  theory  (Pratt,  Kaplan,  &  Whittington,  2020).  As  the  goal  of  our  inductive study is to develop a theory that is grounded in our collected data and captures our  respondents’  experience  in  theoretical  terms,  we  chose  a  grounded  theory  approach  (Charmaz,  2006).  Defining  components  of  grounded  theory  are  the  simultaneous  involvement in data collection and analysis as well as constructing analytic codes and themes  from data, not from preconceived  logically deduced hypotheses (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 



We designed our research based on the systematic approach to new concept development and 

grounded  theory  articulation  of  Gioia,  Corley  and  Hamilton  (2012).  Their  approach  was 
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developed  to  bring  qualitative  rigor  to  inductive  research,  as  inductive  approaches  have  previously been criticized by many scholars as not meeting “the high standards usually held  for  demonstrating  scientific  advancement”  (p.  15).  It  allows  us  to  let  our  collected  data  determine our themes, not to look at our data with potential preconceived themes we might  expect to find reflected there. Furthermore, our use of grounded theory enables us to “give  voice to the informants in the early stage of data gathering and analysis and also to represent  their voices prominently in the reporting of the research, which creates rich opportunities for  discovery of new concepts rather than affirmation of existing concepts" (p. 17). 



3.3 Research Data  



The  subject  of  our  analysis  is  qualitative  primary  data  collected  by  us  in  interviews.  We  decided  to  conduct  semi-structured  interviews,  by  preparing  an  interview  guide  of  predetermined  questions,  but  bearing  in  mind  that  semi-structured  interviews  unfold  in  a  conversational  manner  offering  participants  the  chance  to  explore  issues  they  feel  to  be  important (Longhurst, 2003). The choice of conducting interviews in line with our focus on  women’s identity, as semi-structured interviews are “an active resource for exploring identity  in that the stories and interpretations offered [are] seen as part of an identity management  process” (Simpson, 2009, p. 18). The way our respondents recounted experiences and stories  in  our  conversations  about  their  career  development  provided  information  about  how  our  participants  negotiate  their  gender  identities,  with  regard  to  their  organizational  and  professional identities (Gheradi & Poggio, 2007; Kondo, 1990; Riessman, 2008).   



The  choice  of  qualitative  data  matches  our  research  aims,  as  it  focuses  on  words  and  meanings and enables us to interpret and contextualize our data. We conducted exploratory  research, meaning  that we gathered data without controlling  any variables, but  in order to  identify patterns and themes. Moreover, we focused mainly on various conversations with  women  and  on  their  development.  Nevertheless,  we  also  accepted  the  offer  to  have  conversations with a few men, which provided us with additional input and revealed insights  on occasional differences and commonalities, which we will reflect upon in our discussion. 



As we focus on the individual sensemaking of women, we chose to concentrate strongly on 

the personal stories, given by our respondents themselves. We decided against expanding our 
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data by incorporating secondary sources, such as hard company facts or quantitative statistics  on  the  topic,  as  these  would  not  have  been  useful  for  our  study,  but  instead  would  have  impeded our interpretation of the communicated data.  



3.4 Sampling, Timescale and Location 



Shedding light on the topic of career development of women in our research, our subjects of  interest were women with some years of experience in the business world as well as human  resources (HR) officials, who are familiar with their organizations’ strategies in this field and  who are close to women and their issues concerning career development. By choosing this  group  of  respondents,  we  intended  to  gain  insights  from  women,  who  had  already  been  working in the corporate context for a  certain  amount of time and who had already made  experiences in different stages of their career development.  



To  get  access  to  this  group,  we  chose  a  non-probability  sampling  method,  applying  a  procedure  which  incorporated  purposive  sampling,  voluntary  response  and  aspects  of  convenience (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Purposive sampling includes the deliberate choice  of  participants  due  to  the  qualities  the  participant  possesses,  in  our  case  the  focus  on  experienced female employees and HR officials (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016).  



While  sharpening  our  research  focus  and  working  on  the  proposal  for  this  research,  we  discussed which organizations could be suitable to contact for interview requests. We agreed  to  focus  on  large  corporations,  because  we  had  observed  a  certain  contradiction  in  their  diversity  communication  and  practice:  Although  many  large  German  corporations  communicate a focus on diversity to the outside world, statistics about their share of female  members of the board tell a different story (AllBright, 2019). We decided to start with two  comparable  companies  in  terms  of  size,  age,  region  and  structure  to  ensure  a  similar  organizational environment and context for our respondents. We hoped, this would allow us  to find patterns and themes in their responses.  



Prior  to  this  research,  one  of  us  worked  in  an  organization,  which  operated  an  external 

women-only business network (WON). The WON cooperated with numerous corporations, 

institutions and SMEs across Germany, Switzerland and Austria. During her work activity, 

she had already been in close contact with several organizations. Conveniently, we could use 
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this connection to get in contact with Organization B from the telecommunication sector and  the comparable Organization A from the insurance  sector, both of which can be seen as a  flagship  examples  regarding  diversity  initiatives  among  German  corporations  and  were  therefore assumed to be sensitized regarding gender diversity issues (AllBright, 2019).  



The organizations shared a considerable number of characteristics, for example, both had a  distinct corporate structure and size, acted internationally, had a visible diversity strategy in  place,  and  both  German  headquarters  were  located  in  the  same  region  of  North  Rhine- Westphalia,  Germany.  As  intended,  this  provided  us  with  some  comparability,  as  we  purposely  decided  to  concentrate  on  more  than  one  organization  to  achieve  more  than  company-specific  insights,  but  to  potentially  detect  patterns  across  different  organizations  and industries, while still limiting our focus on the corporate context. Moreover, by looking  at two companies, we aimed to avoid getting trapped in organizational blindness. We were  convinced that looking at two companies provides us with a more faceted picture and would  benefit  our  data  and  overall  research.  This  also  allows  some  transferability,  as  many  processes  are  similar,  even  across  different  domains.  In  combination  with  our  qualitative  approach, it is therefore possible to derive theories even from small samples such as ours. A  supporting  fact  is  our  discovery  of  similar  perspectives  and  parallel  sensemaking  in  both  studied organizations.  



In the next step, we reached out to the respective contact persons at Organization A and B  with an inquiry to conduct interviews in their organizations. Our briefing included an inquiry  for around five interviews designed for a timescale of about 45 minutes with employees from  HR,  both  men  and  women,  as  well  as  women  in  leadership  positions  from  various  departments. The two contact persons then proceeded to reach out to colleagues matching  our criteria and forwarded positive replies from persons who agreed to an interview with us. 



We then set dates for the interviews with our respondents directly. In total, we thereby set  interview dates with eleven respondents. 



This approach of gaining respondents can be seen critically, as it bears the risk of ending up  with  respondents  who  all  belong  to  the  same  peer  group,  and  therefore  only  reflecting  a  limited  spectrum  of  attitudes.  However,  our  contact  persons  intentionally  selected  respondents  working  in  different  departments  throughout  the  large  corporations. 



Consequently,  the  work  areas  of  our  respondent  included  talent  acquisition,  culture  and 
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diversity, employer branding, executive management or workforce planning and -analytics,  internal  audit,  group  strategy  and  transformation,  controlling  and  the  corporate  client  business. Thereby, we could ensure a good mixture of professional backgrounds and avoided  only speaking to people who were in contact on a regular basis. 



Nine of the interviews were conducted on three consecutive days in early February 2020 in  the  organizations’  headquarters,  two  interviews  were  conducted  a  week  later  via  Skype. 



Surprisingly,  the  Skype  interviews,  even  taking  place  without  camera  and  thereby  rather  resembling a phone call, had no noticeable negative impact on our conversation. In the face- to-face as well as in the Skype interviews, the respondents were happy and eager to tell their  stories.  



We  decided  to  start  with  one  interview  round  to  gather  data  at  a  single  point  in  time,  to  understand  the  current  situation.  Thanks  to  eleven  interviews  and  several  hours  of  information – transcribed to over 210 normal text pages – we were able to discover interesting  patterns  already after  the first round. Additionally,  we noticed how  themes kept recurring  towards the end of our first interview round, indicating that we had reached a saturation point  and therefore decided against a second round of interviewing.  



3.5 Data Collection 



Before the interviews, we informed our respondents about the rough topic of the interview –  women in leadership positions and promotion – and the timeframe of about 45 minutes that  we had set. Furthermore, we briefed them that we were interested in their personal accounts,  experiences, stories, examples and anecdotes so they would be prepared for the style of the  interview. We deliberately did not send them our interview guide beforehand, because we  wanted to avoid pre-fabricated answers, but rather aimed at a spontaneous, personal exchange  with our respondents.  



Overall,  we  interviewed  eleven  employees,  five  from  Organization  A  and  six  from  Organization B. Nine respondents were female, two were male, one from each organization. 



The work experience of our respondents ranged from nine to 26 years and everyone except 

one respondent held a leadership position. On average, our respondents were 44 years old, 

ranging between 29 and 50 years. The interviews lasted between 35 and 70 minutes, with an 
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