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1 INTRODUCTION 

On-going globalisation, economic integration and declining population growth in devel-

oped countries are diversifying the world’s workforce with an increasing number of wom-

en and ethnic minorities entering workplace. While the workforce in the developed coun-

tries is aging, a large number of people are immigrating from developing countries to sup-

ply new workforce. Not only are people migrating to find work, but with the global eco-

nomic integration, also employers are migrating to new geographical areas. Due to the bat-

tle for growth and market competitiveness, employers are trying to balance the labour de-

mand and supply by looking for cheaper labour in the developing countries. As a result of 

the global movement and changing population structure, people from diverse backgrounds 

are increasingly encountering one another in the workplace. For both domestic and global 

companies, the diversity of the workforce has become a reality, and the management of it 

an important challenge they face today. (Alasuutari, 2008, pp. 770-772.) It has become 

fashionable for companies to promote their diversity management initiatives when entering 

new market places and attracting needed talent: 

 

“We value the diverse backgrounds, expertise and experience of employees. A di-

verse workforce helps us to innovation and improve our understanding of the mar-

kets where we operate, and provides a more inspiring workplace. We also want to 

achieve gender balance in our workforce and particularly among senior manage-

ment”. (Text from a multinational technology company’s sustainability report) 

 

Diversity management has risen in importance in the multinational companies’ battle in the 

global market place; however, it does not dominate the discourses of equality in organisa-

tions. While the workforce is diversifying, the vast majority of managers in organisations 

are still men, holding almost two-thirds of all management positions. Even in the organisa-

tions where the employees are predominantly female, those in the higher positions are typ-

ically male. (Powell & Graves, 2003, p. 3.) The workforce is highly segregated according 

to gender in management positions, and through occupational groups more generally. 

(Acker & van Houten, 1992, pp. 15-16). It is a global phenomenon for women to experi-

ence difficulties in entering top management positions and board memberships (Aaltio-

Marjosola & Kovalainen, 2001, p. 25).  
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To add to the existing challenges of gender inequality in organisations, freeing of labour 

mobility alongside the processes of international migration have produced new patterns of 

ethnic relations and an increasing climate of multiculturalism in workplaces. Thus, there is 

a need to review the intersections of gender and ethnicity that impact the labour relation-

ships. The European Union enjoins its member states a duty of equality, which has led to a 

wealth of new equal-opportunities and anti-discrimination legislations. However, many 

scholars, as well as multinational companies, have acknowledged that promoting equal 

opportunities at the workplace is not sufficient for fully utilising the added value the di-

verse workforce could bring to the company. Following this notion, organisations have 

also developed their own programmes to address equality issues in the workplace. Lately, 

such programmes have become either obligatory or highly recommended practice in multi-

national companies. Legislation such as the Race Relations Amendment Act (RRAA), and 

the recently introduced Gender Duty already have a binding status in public sector. (Brad-

ley & Healy, 2008, p. 3.) 

 

Organisational mechanisms do have an important role in the inclusion of a diverse work-

force. However, management plays an equally important part in fully including and utilis-

ing the diversity of the employees in teams. In my research, I will be looking at the ways 

managers talk about diversity and its management in the multinational technology-

company context. I will consider diversity as the shared vocabulary among the interviewed 

managers and look at how the socially constructed categories of gender and ethnicity circu-

late in the different discursive contexts related to diversity. The conducted research is lo-

cated in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, where the company’s headquarters for Middle East 

and Africa region is established. The research data consists of 12 interviews of expatriate 

managers, who have relocated to Dubai from different geographical locations. 

 

Following free mobility and increased international encounters, globalisation can be seen 

as entailing a social-constructionist perspective, where the sense-making of the world and 

social life has an increasingly global context, with rapidly developing interconnections and 

interdependencies. Not only does technology move at high speeds across previous bounda-

ries but also various mobile groups of individuals, such as tourists, immigrants, refugees 

and expatriates, constitute an essential feature of today’s world. The social-constructionist 

research is interested in understanding what such encounters mean for the lived experienc-
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es, meaning-making and identity constructions of people. (Alasuutari, 2008, pp. 780 – 

781.)  

 

When looking at the constructions of the accounts of diversity and diversity management 

in my research data, I will be focusing on the various constructions of gender and ethnicity 

in the diversity rhetoric. I will look at what kind of subject positions the discursive con-

structions offer for the participants and what implications these may have on the social 

realities experienced in the workplace. With my research approach, I follow Foucault’s 

notion of discourses within which power struggles are played out. In my data analysis, I 

am using Foucauldian discourse analysis to examine what kinds of social and employment 

processes operate to create, sustain and reproduce gendered and ethnicised practices in the 

multinational technology-company context.  

 

In order to study the constructions of diversity management, I adopt a theoretical approach 

that conceptualises management, as well as gender and ethnicity, as socially constructed 

rather than fixed universal categories. This means that I understand gender and ethnicity as 

socially produced phenomena within the interaction among various subjects. When pre-

senting my research, I will first outline the ways in which diversity management has re-

cently been studied in the field of organisational studies and further link it to the gendered 

and ethnicised practices in workplaces. I will then outline the methodology and data of my 

research, and move on to present the analysis of my research data, followed with conclu-

sions and discussion regarding the implications of my study. 

 

 

 

 

2 THEORISING WORKPLACE DIVERSITY 

The current discussion on workplace diversity can be traced all the way back to The Uni-

versal Declaration of Human Rights set by the UN General Assembly in 1948. The decla-

ration sets forth human rights and fundamental freedoms, to which all men and women, 

everywhere in the world, are entitled without any form of discrimination. Most democratic, 

and also many non-democratic, countries today still follow the origins of The Declaration 
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of Human Rights, as a part of their countries labour legislations. This legislation prohibits 

discrimination related to gender, race, ethnicity or any other characteristics not relevant to 

job related skills, in employment and in workplaces. (Mor Barak, 2005, pp. 57-58.) 

 

In the 1960s in the United States, antidiscrimination legislation was acknowledged as es-

sential, although maybe not sufficient in itself, in creating a work environment that pro-

vides equal opportunities for all employees. For this reason, a category of government-

mandated social policies known as affirmative actions or positive actions emerged, aiming 

to provide an advantage to groups that had traditionally been discriminated against (Powel 

& Graves, 2003, p. 224.) A key principle of affirmative action is that some groups are dis-

advantaged because of their histories and the cultural context. Regardless of this, all people 

should be treated equally, and therefore, the dominant culture must adjust to support and 

allow disadvantaged groups to reach their potential and contribute to the society. Currently, 

affirmative actions in the United States are realised and incentivised, with government in-

terventions with the aim of encouraging private sector to actively recruit and promote em-

ployees from designated disadvantaged groups. (Mor Barak, 2005, pp. 57 – 64.)  

 

Similarly to other developed countries, Finland also has a gender equality act that it fol-

lows in employment practices. It was added to the legislation in 1986 to prevent gender-

related discrimination, increase equality between men and women, and especially to im-

prove women’s position in the workplace.  

(see http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/1986/19860609.) Since 1995, every employer in 

Finland with more than 30 employees has been required by law to draw up an annual 

equality plan. The equality plan mainly concers the equality between men and women in 

the workplace, but also other social categories, such as sexual orientation and age, can be 

taken into account in equality plans. The purpose of the equality plan is to assess and im-

prove equality in the workplace, in recruitment procedures, the division of work between 

genders, career advancement, incidences of sexual harassment, and attitudes to gender 

equality. (see http://www.tasa-arvo.fi/edistaminen/tyoelamassa/tasa-arvosuunnitelma.) 

 

The European Union and its constituent bodies have recently also been urging the govern-

ments of its membership countries to pass improvement acts against discrimination at the 

workplace. However, it is only recently that some of the governments themselves have 
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taken a more proactive lead themselves on taking forth the causes of women and ethnic 

minorities. For example, in 2007, the government of the United Kingdom introduced a 

Gender Equality Duty for the public sector organisations to develop and follow the gender 

equality plan. The purpose of the duty is to promote equality and opportunities for women 

actively, rather than just avoid discrimination. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, pp. 64 - 66.)  

 

Although governmental interventions setting affirmative action policies and equality plans 

have helped some disadvantaged groups to obtain access to better opportunities in the 

workplace, their exclusion from circles of influence in the organisations is still keeping 

them away from fully contributing at the workplace. As a response to this, many compa-

nies have instituted their own policies and programs as voluntary organisational actions, in 

order to create greater inclusion of employees from various backgrounds into the organisa-

tion through diversity management policies and programs. The purpose of these programs 

is to enhance processes of recruitment, inclusion, promotion and retention of employees in 

organisations. (Mor Barak, 2005, pp. 208 – 210.) The business focus on diversity is quite 

different from affirmative action and equality plans. Affirmative action programs and equal 

opportunities are described as old paradigms that are externally driven, operational, and 

where diversity is perceived as a liability, whereas the new paradigm of managing diversity 

is described as internally driven, strategic, and focusing on the business case that will bene-

fit companies embracing diversity. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, p. 87.) 

 

2.1 Definitions of workplace diversity 

Alongside the increasing diversity at the workplace and the discussion on it, there is a 

growing need for an inclusive definition of diversity that would allow both scientists and 

practitioners to communicate clearly across cultures and boundaries. Currently, there is no 

congruent definition of workforce diversity in the research literature, and for this reason 

the most commonly used approaches to study diversity are being highlighted below. 

 

The definition of diversity commonly used in the organisational literature often includes a 

listing of various attributes. For example, Dobbs (1996) broadly defines diversity to refer 

to any perceived difference among people, such as, age, gender, functional specialty, pro-
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fession, sexual preference, geographic origin, life style, tenure with the organisation, or 

position. 

 

In contrast to actually listing the common categories of diversity such as age, gender and 

race, there are also some writers who provide a conceptual articulation of it. Larkey (1996) 

defines diversity as, differences in worldview or culture, resulting in potential behavioural 

differences among cultural groups, and differences in identity among group members in 

relation to other groups. 

 

Theorists and researchers in workforce diversity have also started to indicate a move away 

from contrasting disadvantaged and privileged groups, suggesting an individualised ap-

proach to diversity. According to Thomas (1996), diversity refers to any mixture of items 

characterised by differences and similarities, where diversity is not synonymous with dif-

ferences, but encompasses both differences, and similarities along a given dimension in 

question. To illustrate the collective mixture, Thomas uses the example of red jelly beans 

in a jar. When some green and purple beans are added to the jar, he notes that many would 

believe that the green and purple beans represent diversity. However, Thomas suggests that 

the diversity is represented by the red, green and purple jelly beans, thus including both the 

majority and minority categories. (Thomas, 1996.) 

 

2.2 Perspectives on workplace diversity management 

As the interest on diversity management has increased, various researchers have investi-

gated what the consequences of an increasing diversification of groups in the organisation 

are to the employees as well as to the employers. Empirical research on the effects of di-

versity in workgroups has provided mixed results. On the one hand, interactions between 

individuals with different backgrounds and perspectives may create conflicts and commu-

nication difficulties (Adler, 2002) and lower group task performance (Thomas, 1999), both 

of which prevent teams from achieving their full potential. On the other hand, the different 

insights in diverse groups may encourage more creativity (McLeod, Lobel, & Cox, 1996), 

develop more and better alternatives to a problem (Watson, Kumar, & Michaelson., 1993), 

and provide organisations with diverse experience and knowledge (Elron, 1997) that seem 

beneficial for international companies. 
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The review on the research has indicated that proper management of diversity, not simply 

increasing it, is a key to gaining a maximum advantage of workforce diversity, both for the 

organisation and its members. In addition to the effectiveness of work groups, good diver-

sity management can provide businesses with a competitive advantage, including ad-

vantages in the competition for talent in the workforce, more effective marketing to diverse 

customer pools because diverse employees understand the needs of diverse teams better, as 

well as an improved corporate image. Ethnically diverse groups might also be better posi-

tioned than homogenous groups to plan strategies with which to appeal diverse markets. 

(Mor Barak, 2005, pp. 219-221.) 

 

Even if the legislations of equal rights and affirmative action policies have helped disad-

vantaged groups to obtain access to a variety of positions at workplace, that were previous-

ly not open to them, it is claimed that their exclusion from circles of influence in organisa-

tions has prevented them from fully contributing to, and companies benefiting from, their 

involvement in the workplace. To respond to the flaw several companies have developed 

their own voluntary internal strategies, policies and programs to enhance the effective in-

clusion of workforce with different backgrounds. (Mor Barak, 2005, pp. 208-210.) 

 

To study the diversity and diversity management in organisations, Ely and Thomas (2001) 

conducted a qualitative research in three culturally diverse organisations, to investigate 

conditions under which cultural diversity, in terms of race, enhances or decreases work 

group functioning. As a result of their study, they identified three different perspectives of 

workforce diversity in organisations: the inter-group and learning, the access and legitima-

cy, and the discrimination and fairness perspectives.  

According to the Ely and Thomas’ (2001) findings, the integration and learning perspec-

tive on diversity values the insights, skills, and experiences employees have developed as 

members of various cultural groups; these are then used as resources for the work group 

when defining business markets, products, strategies, and practices. The most competitive 

advantage of multicultural workforce in this perspective, according to Ely and Thomas 

(2001), lies in the capacity of its members to learn from each other, consequently expand-

ing their knowledge and developing a range of cultural competencies that they can then 

bring to their own work, without being afraid of the prevailing differences and conflicts. 

Ely and Thomas (2001) outline that the progress of diversity management in the organisa-
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tions can be measured by the degree to which newly represented groups have the power to 

change the organisation, and traditionally represented groups are willing to change. Access 

and legitimacy perspective on diversity; however, is based on the recognition that the or-

ganisation’s markets are culturally diverse, and that there is a need to match those markets 

with diversity within their own workforce. According to Ely and Thomas (2001), 

workgroups in this perspective use their diversity only to connect and gain access with 

diverse markets, and cultural competencies of the diverse workforce are not incorporated 

to the organisations’ functions. Here, the progress of the efforts to diversify is measured by 

whether there is a sufficient representation of the race-led positions and workforce in place 

for the markets the company serves. Finally, ensuring justice and fair treatment of all 

members of culturally diverse workforce is at the core of the discrimination and fairness 

perspective on diversity. The focus of this perspective at the workplace is on the efforts to 

provide equal opportunities in hiring and promotions, suppressing prejudicial attitudes, and 

eliminating discrimination. Ely and Thomas (2001) note that in the discrimination and 

fairness perspective, affirmative actions have an important function in organisations, where 

they serve as policies related to the treatment of women and ethnic minorities. Progress in 

diversity is measured by how well a work group achieves its recruitment and retention 

goals. (Ely & Thomas, 2001.) 

 

Based on their research findings on perspectives of diversity and its management at the 

workplace, Ely and Thomas (2001) summarise that all three types of work group diversity 

were successful in motivating managers to diversify their staff, but only the integration and 

learning perspective provided rationale and guidance for achieving sustainable benefits 

from workplace diversity. In the integration and learning perspective, work groups were 

high-functioning, and their members felt valued and respected, as they were able to bring 

all their relevant knowledge and experience, including cultural identity, into the core work 

of the group. Ely and Thomas (2001) point out that in both the access and legitimacy and 

discrimination and fairness perspectives, where diversification of the workforce was based 

on external demands, people had difficulties in bringing their relevant skills and insights 

into their work, and they did not learn from one another. This resulted in the organisations’ 

workforce not being used in the most effective way. (Ely & Thomas. 2001.) 
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Lujiters, Van der Zee, and Otten’s (2006) study on ethnic minorities’ work identity sup-

ports Ely and Thomas’ (2001) research findings that integration and learning perspective 

on diversity is the most sustainable approach for managing diversity at the workplace. Lu-

jiters et al. (2006) point out that as cultural values are an important part of the self, it is not 

surprising that the maintenance of these is evaluated positively. They continue to say that 

emphasising only cultural identities at work might yield tension and negative work out-

comes, resulting from value conflicts and communication problems. In order to profit from 

diversity and cope with its problematic sides, Lujiters et al. (2006) highlight that organisa-

tions may work on a dual identity, where strong maintenance of the employees’ cultural 

background is combined with a strong identification with the work team. They claim that 

people who adopt the dual identity become full members of the new group, without having 

to abandon their original cultural group, and conclude that dual identity adoption is the 

most preferred strategy among minority employees, and it is also associated with high 

wellbeing. (Lujiters, Van der Zee, & Ottens, 2006.) 

 

In addition to the benefits and disadvantages discussion, the whole notion of diversity 

management has been challenged by some authors. Bradley and Healy (2008) argue that 

diversity management is simply a broader version of equal opportunities. However, the 

reality of racism and sexism, the gender and ethnic pay gap prevails, when at the same 

time, programs of diversity management are directing attention away from the actual ine-

qualities and discrimination taking place in organisations. It is being suggested that the 

concept of diversity management has been built in order to shift the discourse and empha-

sis of the inequality approach. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, pp. 87 – 88.)  

 

Kirton and Greene (2004) examined the perception that the trade unions have regarding 

diversity management in organisations. In their research results, they demonstrate that the 

main concern expressed by unions was that the diversity discourse diverts attention away 

from the realities of discrimination and disadvantage taking place in organisations. Accord-

ing to Kirton and Greene (2004), managing diversity can thus be seen as a step back in 

challenging inequalities. However, on a more positive note, their research also suggests 

that introducing the diversity discourse might help unions to refresh a flagging commit-

ment to equal opportunities, by providing a new look for equality, whilst not losing sight of 

old inequalities. (Kirton & Greene, 2004.) 
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In my research, I will focus on gender and ethnicity in terms of diversity. I will be looking 

at the different discourses the managers of a multinational technology company construct 

related to diversity management in terms of gender and ethnicity, and what kind of subject 

positions these constructions offer the participants in the organisational processes and hier-

archy. Next, I will be looking at the different definitions of gender and ethnicity used in 

social sciences as well as in organisational contexts. I will also outline gender and ethnicity 

from a social constructionist perspective, in terms of institutional power and hierarchy. 

 

 

 

 

3 THEORISING GENDER AND ETHNICITY 

Throughout history, men, women and different ethnic groups have been perceived as being 

different in many ways, and thus occupying different roles in society and organisations. 

These differences seem to be self-evident and accepted as natural. Because of this natural-

ness, it might be difficult to distinguish how the concepts of gender as well as ethnicity are 

constructed in social institutions, and being a social category in itself. I will first highlight 

the definitions of gender in research literature, and then look at the various meanings asso-

ciated to ethnicity. 

 

Howard and Hollander (1997) present four theories of gender through the course of histor-

ical developments in social science. These four theories of gender move from essentialism 

to socialisation and from social constructionism to structural explanations, and they reflect 

the socio-political and historical climates in which they were being generated. (Howard & 

Hollander, 1997, p. 26.) 

 

The essentialist approach to gender was popular among the social psychologists during the 

first half of the 1900s. It proposes that there are innate, stable differences between sexes 

that shape divergent social behaviours. The concept of gender in the essentialist approach 

is usually assumed to be equivalent to biological sex and genes, implying that the differ-

ences between men and women in behaviour and social roles are caused by biological sex 

that is a stable and innate property of an individual. (Howard & Hollander, 1997, p. 27) 
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The research results supporting more similarities than differences between men and wom-

en paved the shift from biology to socialisation in the social psychological study of gender 

(Howard & Hollander, 1997, p. 28.) According to socialisation theories, sex differences 

have minor influence on behaviour as such, and define gender differences as being due to 

cultural socialisation instead, where people assume the behaviours that are considered to be 

appropriate. Socialisation is a lifelong process where children are learning the appropriate 

and acceptable behaviour through different institutions, and in adulthood, behaviour is 

constantly moderated by social pressures and expectations signifying how women and men 

are supposed to be. (Burn, 1996, pp. xix – 2, 38.) 

 

These nature-nurture perspectives related to essentialism and socialisation emphasise that 

gender is a fundamental attribute of an individual that determines the behaviour. The social 

constructionist perspective on gender; however, proceeds from a different formulation. 

Social constructionists reject gender as an individual characteristic or differences in traits, 

set by social pressure and cultural conditioning. They argue that gender is not a simple 

property of people, but an activity of interaction and social process, where the male and 

female are continually constructed and produced. (Newell, 2001, p. 75.) The social con-

structionist approach also emphasises the importance of the social situation on gendered 

behaviour, where expectations, opportunities and reward and punishment are differentiated 

to the behaviour of men and women. (Howard & Hollander, 1997, pp. 35 – 39.) 

 

Structural approaches view gender as a form of social structure and a basis for the alloca-

tion of resources and opportunities in various social institutions, such as families and or-

ganisations. The structural approach highlights the pervasive system of male dominance in 

the social structure, where men as a category are at an advantage over women as a catego-

ry. Social structures, similarly to the social constructions, are continually negotiated within 

individual action and interaction. Moreover, gender is not seen as operating outside other 

social structures, but as intersecting with other social structures, such as ethnicity and class, 

making the social hierarchy extremely complex. Where men as a category have an ad-

vantage over women as a category, similarly whites have advantages over other ethnic cat-

egories. As the categories are interlinked, white men in general are more advantaged than 

others. Howard and Hollander (1997) suggest that the social constructionist and structural 

approaches in theorising gender are complementary to each other. However, the individual 



12 

 

 

action and interaction maintains the social systems, but also it is also enforced by it. (How-

ard & Hollander, pp. 40 – 41.) 

 

Similarly to gender, the concept of race and / or ethnicity have a historical development. 

Even before the theory of evolution, natural historians used the word “race” to account for 

differences among humans, when describing and classifying specimens. Later, with the 

evidence of evolution, there was an increasing interest in the view that the differences in 

human societies could be related to the physical causes and biological inheritance. From 

then onwards, race was used to signify human categories similarly to species categoriza-

tion: European or white, African or black, South Asians or brown etc. (Banton, 2001.) 

With these distinctions, the white race strengthened its position in the hierarchy compared 

with other races. Recently, biological explanations have been superseded by the social con-

structionist theory that recognises race as a social concept. Still, some scholars use the 

words race and ethnicity interchangeably, where others argue that ethnicity should super-

sede or even replace the concept of race, as with recent developments, there is no biologi-

cal evidence of it. The latter scholars also position ethnicity as a broader concept than race, 

defining it as a set of people who share a common cultural background that is often em-

bedded in language and religion. (Proudford & Nkomo, 2006, pp. 324-325.)  

 

Like gender, ethnicity is not a consequence of biology, but it is socially constructed in con-

tinuous negotiations. Ethnicity is based on perceived similarity, and it is defined through 

different combinations of ethnic characteristics, such as shared religion, history, culture, 

language, as well as collectivism. (Huttunen, 2005, pp. 125-127). In the social construc-

tionist view, ethnicity is a social creation that divides and categorises individuals as “oth-

ers”, based on supposedly underlying essential differences. This division is created for so-

cial and political purposes, to organise principles of domination and oppression. (Proud-

ford & Nkomo, 2006, pp. 325-326.) 

 

In my research, I will be using the terms men, women, sex/sexuality, or race, when I will 

refer to the physical observations of people. When referring to the socially constructed 

concepts, I will be defining these as females, males, gender and ethnicity. Next, I will be 

looking at the theory of intersectionality, related to the socially constructed categories of 

gender and ethnicity. 
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3.1 Intersectionality 

Similarly to Howard and Hollander’s (1997) structural approach, the theory of intersec-

tionality suggests and seeks to analyse how various socially and culturally constructed cat-

egories of differentiation such as gender, race, disability and class interact on multiple lev-

els, contributing to hierarchy and inequality. Intersectionality emerged in the 1990s from 

critical race studies rejecting the single-axis framework, and instead analyses various ways 

in which race and gender interact and generate multiple dimensions of subject positions in 

social processes. (Nash, 2008.)  

 

Intersectionality as an analytic tool is useful for understanding various social practices and 

experiences in a structural and cultural configuration. It is used to analyse the production 

of power and processes between social categories, such as gender and ethnicity, within 

different discourses and institutions. (Davis, 2008.) Intersectional theories assume that 

dominant groups control productive resources and social institutions, to promote legitimis-

ing ideologies that make social inequalities in the labour market to appear natural. For this 

reason, the theory of intersectionality can be useful when addressing diversity and decon-

structing categories and normalisation, as well as exploring the dynamics and contradictory 

workings of power.  (Browne & Misra, 2003.) The theory coincides with Foucauldian per-

spectives of power, focusing on dynamic processes and deconstruction of normalising. 

Power functions in discourses and in between discourses are always in progress involving 

both exclusion and inclusions. Rather than viewing exclusion related to merely suppres-

sion, exclusion involves discourses of opposition when negotiation the meaning of gender 

and ethnicity. Based on intersectionality, subject positions are never unified and singular, 

but they always emerge in relation to knowledge and power continuously shifting between 

various positions. (Styhre & Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2008.) 

 

Focusing on the intersection of gender and ethnicity provides a fruitful perspective for un-

derstanding inequalities in organisations. In this understanding process, the theoretical rel-

evance of intersectionality is widely recognised in recent research literature; however, only 

few studies have investigated how gender interacts with nationality, race, ethnicity, and 

class in the workplace, by not only adding up differences, but through shifting negotiations 

and simultaneous subject positions (Benschop, 2006, pp. 274 – 275). The concept of inter-
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secting categories is a useful analytic tool in tracking how people in certain social catego-

ries get positioned not just different, but also troubled and marginalised. Intersectionality 

can be used as a framework for analysing how diversity is played out, and how different 

social and cultural skills are embedded in various regimes of knowledge and power in or-

ganisations. (Styhre & Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2008.) 

 

The theory of intersectionality stresses complexity, which means that not all the categories 

of diversity are necessarily mentioned simultaneously. The emerging categories depend on 

the importance of the situations and the subjects, as well as on-going discussion between 

researchers. (Staunaes, 2003.) In my research data, the most visible categories highlighted 

in the talk of the multinational technology company’s managers were gender and ethnicity, 

and intersections of these. Next, I will be looking at the theories of gender and ethnicity in 

an organisational context. 

 

 

3.2 Gendered and ethnicised organisations 

West and Zimmerman (1987) outline that gender is an organising principle of social orders 

that divides people into the main categories of men and women. Thus, gender can be seen 

as a rationale for various social arrangements and means of legitimating fundamental divi-

sions of the society. The historical and cross-cultural variability of gender differences are 

explained by social processes and hierarchical power differences between men and women. 

(West & Zimmerman, 1987.) Gender, then, becomes an active output of the social struc-

ture of organisations, not merely a passive attribute of an individual. Because people are 

gendered they do gender, and doing gender constructs their behaviour, identities and work. 

In doing gender, gender is seen as a process rather than a given characteristics of an indi-

vidual. (Gherardi, 1994.) Thus, reference may be made to the production and reproduction 

of gender within organisations (Acker, 1990). 

 

Acker and van Houten (1992) employ the concept of gendering of organisations, and out-

line four different sets of gendered processes. The first process is the construction of gen-

der divisions: gender divisions of labour, wages, hierarchies, power and subordination. 

Although there are great variations in the patterns and extent of gender division, men are 
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almost always in the highest positions of organisational power. A second type of process is 

the creation of gendered symbols and images that explain, express, reinforce and some-

times oppose divisions of gender. A third set of processes that produce gendered social 

structures, including organisations, include interactions between individuals. These social 

interactions enact dominance and subordination, where men are actors and women are 

emotional support. The fourth process is the internal mental work of individuals in the con-

struction of gendered understanding of their world of action. People consciously construct 

their understanding of the organisations’ gendered structure of work and opportunity and 

demands for gender-appropriate behaviours and attitudes. Thus, internal work plays a part 

in reproducing gendered divisions in the organisations. (Acker & van Houten, 1992, pp. 

15-30.) 

 

Gender helps to frame the underlying relations, assumptions and practices of the complex 

organisational structures. Gendered organisational processes are not always visible as gen-

der may be deeply veiled in the organisational processes and in decisions that appear to 

have nothing to do with gender. (Acker, 1990.) Next, I will be looking at these processes 

from the perspective of status, hierarchy and segregation, in the division of labour in or-

ganisations. 

 

3.2.1 Status and hierarchy 

 

According to Acker (1990), the notions of job and hierarchy are gendered constructs, in 

which organisations structures and norms serve as favouring predominant masculine stere-

otypes and reinforce the status of male workers, while feminine values are frequently ig-

nored or downplayed. 

 

Gherardi (1994) argues that the gender relationships and differences in the workplace re-

flect, create and amend the symbolic order of gender in society that is embedded in every-

day social interaction and held deeply in cultural metaphors and beliefs. She suggests that 

with the binary positioning as implicit and explicit oppositions as such, mascu-

line/feminine, public/private, reason/emotion and competition/collaboration, are positioned 

so that they complement each other in a way that what one has, the other lacks, in terms of 

the first items being superior and the second ones inferior. Gherardi (1994) continues that 
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this positioning on its own is already creating a hierarchical interdependence between 

males/masculinity and females/femininity, where masculinity is considered more valuable 

than femininity. Drawing on these discourses in their talk, people sustain and reproduce the 

legitimate gender systems (West & Zimmerman, 1987). In organisations, this positioning 

can be seen in men being by and large in power positions. In addition to the power culture, 

other cultural models in organisations appear to be based on male definitions, such as 

competition and male bonding. Leadership is also usually expressed in masculine terms, 

and consequently, the continuing dominance of men in leadership positions might appear 

normal. (Aaltio-Marjosola & Kovalainen, 2001, pp. 26-27.) Next, I will turn to this per-

ceived naturalness of the prevailing values and processes in organisations. 

 

3.2.2 Gender and ethnic segregation in labour division 

 

The gender differences are produced, reproduced and maintained through diverse social 

processes. Organisations have a fundamental role in establishing and maintaining gendered 

hierarchies favouring men over women. The hierarchies are not easily uncovered or 

changed; however, as organisations are not the only institutions that are gendered, yet seg-

regation can be measurable in the percentage of men and women at the layers of the organ-

isation. Men and women work in different occupational groups and economic sectors, 

where women represent the majority of secretaries, nurses and teachers, while men account 

for almost all engineers, carpenters and mechanics. Even if women also work in manage-

ment positions, they are held back from the higher managerial positions occupied by their 

male counterparts. (Aaltio-Marjosola & Kovalainen, 2001, p. 29.) 

 

Perceptions and stereotyping play a part in gendered segregation of organisational process-

es. In her study, Schein (1975) found that both men and women perceived successful mid-

dle managers possessing characteristics and attitudes more commonly ascribed to men than 

to women. Repeated later by Brenner and Schein (1989), the study results showed disparity 

between men and women respondents. Where women had changed their perceptions of 

successful middle managers, and viewed them as possessing characteristics and attitudes 

that are ascribed to both men and women in general, men had not. Men still perceived suc-

cessful middle managers as possessing characteristics and attitudes more commonly asso-

ciated with men than women. (Brenner & Schein, 1989.) It is important to acknowledge 
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that senior managers, who generally are men, and likely to judge women against male ste-

reotypes of successful managers, are normally responsible for the hiring decisions, and 

thus the career advancement of women (Mills & Wilson, 2001, p. 47). 

 

As the above research results also show, in order to succeed to leadership positions women 

should conform to practices and behaviour characteristics prevalent in masculine dominat-

ed organisations. However, where the emphasis is on leadership traits presenting represen-

tations of idealised masculinity, it is problematic to be a woman and at the same time to be 

perceived as a competent manager. (Metcalfe & Altman, 2001, p. 108.) In her studies, Car-

li (2001) found that whereas assertive language was seen as increasing the influence of 

men in both mixed and same sex groups, and for women in same-sex groups, it actually 

reduced the influence of women in mixed-sex groups, and caused them to be viewed as 

less trustworthy and likeable. Based on Carli’s (2001) studies, women find themselves in 

double-bind situations, where they cannot gain influence without being assertive, yet if 

they do assert themselves, they might face resistance. Carli (2001) suggests that there is a 

way around this, if women combine their speaking-up assertively with so called socio-

emotional softeners that present her as cooperative rather than self-interested. Women can 

persuade others to grant them influence by being competent, but at the same time nice. The 

disadvantage of this technique is that it requires women, but not men, to include socio-

emotional softeners in influencing situations, and thus to conform to the gender stereotypes 

that expect communality from women. (Ridgeway & Bourg, 2004, p. 229.) 

 

In addition to the visible gendered distribution of work in organisations, the production of 

ethnic divisions in organisations seem to reflect a postcolonial ideology of race, where 

white skin is positioned as inferior to black and brown. During a time before World War 

labour migration from the New Commonwealth countries was actively encouraged e.g. in 

Britain to solve the labour shortages. Men from the Caribbean were recruited into manual 

jobs in factories, whereas Caribbean women were selected for routine tasks in health ser-

vice. South Asian women as well as men worked in the textiles industry. The migrant 

workers from the New Commonwealth countries were ethnicised, based on the attributed 

cultural traits that were seen to influence their acceptability in different occupations over 

their actual skills and experience. Even today, the inequalities in organisations are marked 

by the intersecting categories of ethnicity and gender. (Webb, 2006, pp. 140-141.) Current-
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ly, the most segregated groups in Britain among men, and also women are the Chinese and 

Bangladeshi, and the least segregated are the white. The greatest ethnic differences are 

among men, where ethnic minorities are more concentrated in sales and less skilled trades. 

Indian and Chinese men are the most fortunate, even if many of the managerial positions 

they hold are in the ethnic business sector. Similar trends of the career trajectories follow 

the Indian and Chinese women, and it could be seen that the educational achievements of 

these groups are advancing their career opportunities. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, pp. 21-25.) 

 

In the organisational context, the gendered and ethnicised division of labour continue to be 

produced by the bureaucratic practices of selection, appraisals and promotion within the 

organisational power hierarchy. The historical consequences of colonialism can still be 

seen as marking the positions of people with ethnic minority backgrounds in organisations. 

However, change is also evident for the people with ethnic minority backgrounds, which 

seems to result from anti-racist campaigns as well as educational credentials. (Webb, 2006, 

p. 142.) Bradley and Healy (2008, p. 25) conclude that the differences between genders 

remains more visible than between ethnic groups, as more men are still found in the top 

management groups and in manual work, and women continue to occupy roles in adminis-

trative work and personal services. Next, I will be looking into gender neutrality in the 

organisations that can also be influencing the gendered and ethnicised organisation struc-

tures. 

 

3.2.3 Structures of gender neutrality 

 

According to Acker (1990), organisation structures and processes based on the masculine 

values are seen to be gender-neutral, since they are presented as being based on fundamen-

tal human attributes that are actually favouring masculinity. 

 

West and Zimmerman (1987) suggest that despite perceiving that men and women act in 

gender-free neutral ways, men and women actually do gender in social interaction. Be-

cause people are unthinkingly bringing their beliefs about gender into social relations, gen-

dered performance is generally pervasive and taken for granted. While participants in or-

ganisations may think and believe that they are expressing their personal taste and inclina-

tions freely, Gherardi (1994) points out that knowing what fits with the organisational style 
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is an acquired skill. When people enter a work organisation they learn, through the process 

of socialisation, the organisational language that provides the context of meaning to the 

work environment and settings. (Newell, 2001, p. 74). 

 

Socialisation models have been used to frame the argument that socialisation processes in 

organisations tend gradually to shape the behaviour of new comers to fit the norms of the 

organisation. Hierarchical organisations are unlikely to promote to the levels of substantial 

responsibility individuals who do not conform to the major norms of the organisation.  

Thus, it is argued that individuals who ultimately are promoted up the organisation hierar-

chy are likely to engage in leader behaviours that are seen to be desirable by the organisa-

tion. (Eagly & Johnson, 1990.) Ragins and Sundstrom (1989) argue that women who suc-

ceed in organisations may be those who proactively pursue behaviours that are sanctioned 

by the organisation, and thus they behave as they are expected in these business environ-

ments. 

 

Women who are attempting to succeed in hierarchical masculine organisations might often 

feel that in order to do so, they must submit themselves to become a typical organisation 

man, to such an extent that they even adopt male behaviour and authoritarian leadership 

style, which is in general an accepted standard in the business world. Even if women 

would advance in organisations by suppressing their feminine side, they still might en-

counter barriers, as prejudices exist and are even more extreme and powerful at the highest 

executive levels. Another problem related to perceived gender neutrality in organisations is 

the often experienced indifference towards feminine leadership among women themselves. 

The reason for believing that there are no differences between men and women managers 

in general may be that many women in managerial positions feel threatened by the emer-

gence of the discussion related to feminine leadership style. They might fear that by ac-

knowledging the differences between men and women leaders, they as women leaders will 

be seen as ineffective as compared to men. However, some women who have adopted the 

traditional male culture and leadership style to the point of losing their own identity, might 

want to see themselves as being different from other women, and do not want to lose their 

special status as one of the men in the organisational context. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 

1993.) 
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As highlighted above, for many women being successful in organisations means suppress-

ing or eliminating attitudes and behaviours that would identify them as typically female, 

and therefore ill-suited for leadership roles. Unfortunately, whatever women do, they are 

still at a disadvantage in organisations. If women decide to use a masculine leadership 

model, they are described as aggressive, harsh, difficult to work with, macho and unlady-

like. No matter how hard they try, women cannot be men. Therefore, as long as sameness 

is valued in terms of organisational gender naturalness, women will continue to be disad-

vantaged just because they are women. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993.)  

 

To strengthen the gender neutrality perspective many of the organisational analyses have 

been gender neutral, where the conclusions of studies of men have been generalised to both 

sexes. According to Knudsen (2006), the same neutrality awareness as with gender can be 

raised to ethnicity, where raceless race means white people. 

 

By understanding gender and ethnicity as social constructs, I consider them important parts 

of the organisational processes and management practices in more general. In the next 

chapter, I will be presenting social constructionism as the framework of my study, and dis-

course analysis as a method for analysis. 

 

 

 

 

4 SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM 

The epistemological framework of this thesis is social constructionism. Social construc-

tionism is multidisciplinary as an approach, as it draws from a number of disciplines, in-

cluding philosophy, sociology and linguistics. The emergence of social constructionism in 

psychology has been linked with Gergen’s (1973) article ‘Social psychology as history’. In 

his article, Gergen argues that all knowledge is historically and culturally specific, and for 

this reason, in order to understand the development of existing social life, we need to ex-

tend the research beyond the individual into social, political and economic domains. Ac-

cording to Gergen, social constructionism challenges the assumptions that knowledge re-

fers to objective observations of categories we consider as real divisions of the world. On 
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the contrary, based on social constructionism, reality is always socially constructed, and 

the categories used are historically and culturally dependent. (Burr, 2003, pp. 2-13.)  

 

According to social constructionism, knowledge is constructed in human interactions and 

as a result, the common ways of understanding and reality are established in social pro-

cesses (Burr, 2003, pp. 2-6). However, what is understood as real and as facts differs be-

tween societies and cultures, indicating that knowing and reality are established in an inter-

subjective world, where individuals are interacting and communicating with others (Koro-

Ljungberg, 2008, pp. 429-430).  

 

Social constructionism is a wide theoretical-methodological framework presenting a range 

of various orientations. In social psychology, social constructionism has been divided into 

two broad theoretical positions that both focus on the role of language in constructing so-

cial reality, but are used to address different sorts of research questions. These positions are 

referred to as discursive psychology and deconstructionism. (Burr, 2003, pp. 16-18.) Dis-

cursive psychology focuses on social interaction, where language is used as a form of so-

cial action to construct different accounts of events. The main concern with discursive psy-

chology is to study what is done with the the language, how it is used in local interactions, 

and what kind of implications it might have for the subjects themselves. Thus, knowledge 

is something that people do together, by constructing different accounts of events. (Willig, 

2008, pp. 95-96.) Deconstructionism; however, focuses on the constructive power of lan-

guage, as a system of signs. It studies how subjects become constructed through language 

and is concerned with the ideological and power effects of discourse. (Burr, 2003, pp. 17-

18.) 

 

Deconstructionism builds on the work of post-structionalist philosophers Michel Foucault 

(1972, 1977) and Jacques Derrida (1978). Foucault is concerned with how knowledge re-

garding shared meanings is produced in different historical and cultural periods through 

discourse (Foucault, 1972, pp. 114-115). According to Foucault, things mean something 

and are regarded as truth, only within a specific historical context. Foucault argued that 

knowledge about subjects is historically and culturally specific, and cannot meaningfully 

exist outside the discursive practices of a particular society and time, and thus the same 
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phenomena would not be found across different historical periods. (Hall, 1997, pp. 42 – 

47.)  

 

For Foucault, knowledge is linked with power, as the power to control or to be controlled 

depends on the currently prevailing knowledge in a society. Foucault sees power as an ef-

fect of discourse, not as a form of possession of any person or group, as it is and comes 

from everywhere. Power can be exercised by anybody, through discourses allowing actions 

to be presented in an acceptable way, and bringing power and inequality between groups. 

Foucault sees power in its most effective form when it produces knowledge, as it then 

manages the control of society and its members without force, as people enter into it will-

ingly. Foucault argues that this kind of “disciplinary power” builds on the assumption that 

people believe self-monitoring is their own choice, and do not recognise that they are being 

controlled. (Burr, 2003, pp. 67-69.) 

 

Derrida’s ideas have also been utilised in the deconstructionist theoretical position. Derrida 

claims that discourses are incomplete linguistic systems that organise our experience of the 

world, and are produced by differences. The meanings associated with the concept are de-

pendent on the definition of opposites, where what the concept is not defines what it is. 

(Derrida 1978, pp. 113-114). Following Derrida’s view, there are very few natural binary 

opposites in the world. The opposites exist only in language, and, how the language is or-

ganised reflects the hierarchy of concepts and accordingly distribution of power in society. 

(Hall, 1997, pp. 42-47.) 

 

As a theoretical-methodological framework in my research, I am using the deconstruction-

ist approach to social constructionism. This form of social constructionism emphasises 

power that derives from social structures, social relations and institutionalised practices. It 

allows analysing and challenging the various forms and social practices of inequality relat-

ed to areas such as gender and ethnicity. (Burr, 2003, pp. 20-22.) As gender and ethnicity 

are socially constructed categories, they do not only influence individual identities, but also 

establish principles of organisation in social systems, to produce and maintain social hier-

archy. The socially constructed categories of gender and ethnicity are also historically and 

situational contingent, where the current meanings, beliefs and practices associated with 

gender and ethnicity are reproduced through social interaction. Currently, being female 
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means different or opposite things to being male. The intersectional theories assume that 

socially constructed categories of gender and ethnicity contain inherent power differences 

that provide legitimising ideologies to subordinate men and women of colour within the 

dominant culture. These power differences are found in every aspect of social life, includ-

ing identities, social interaction as well as organisation of economic and legal systems. The 

existing legitimising ideologies in societies make the social inequalities appear natural. 

(Browne & Misra, 2003.) 

 

From the deconstructionist perspective, language is imbued with ideological power reflect-

ing and reproducing the knowledge of dominant cultural beliefs and values, providing us 

with indicators of how e.g. gender and power are connected in different levels of social 

life. (Weatherall. 2002, pp. 6-8.) Research has highlighted how language helps to preserve 

the social system that in general benefits more men than women. In deconstructionist 

terms, knowledge about women and men is not objective or the truth about gender, but 

rather an effect of society’s dominant cultural beliefs and values, where male and maleness 

is valued over women and femaleness. Power is a central concept for understanding gender 

relations within various social and political settings. According to the deconstructionist 

view, categories in language do not reflect the world, but constitute it, and thus discourses 

of gender, beliefs and ways of talking about gender can be seen as producing power rela-

tions between men and women. Institutionalising the power relations between men and 

women through education, division of labour, law etc. reproduces the levels of advantage 

and disadvantage in society, where the discourses of gender difference can be considered 

to function to disadvantage women. The categories in language do not reflect the world as 

such; however; concepts including gender are constituted by the language used to refer to 

it. (Weatherall, 2002, pp. 79-80.) 

 

 

4.1 Discourse analysis 
 

Social constructionism highlights that language is used to construct versions of the social 

world, where the accounts of events and social meanings that construct reality are struc-

tured from a variety of available and pre-existing linguistic resources (Potter & Wetherell, 

1987, pp. 33 – 34). Thus, the essence of social constructionist methodology is the analysis 
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of language and other symbolic forms. These specific requirements of social construction-

ist research have developed a range of methods of analysis, referred to as discourse analy-

sis. (Burr, 2003, pp. 24-25.) However, there is not only one discourse analysis, but many 

different styles of analysis that are used across a variety of contexts and disciplines in vari-

ous ways. These perspectives share a rejection of the realist notion that language is simply 

reflecting or describing the world. In general, discourse analysis emphasise the construc-

tive and action-orientated nature of language as a social practice. (Marshall, 1994, pp. 90 – 

93.)  

 

Discourse analysis refers to a close study of language and language use in social contexts. 

It is a set of methods and theories for investigating meanings, dialogues that constitute so-

cial action, and the patterns of culture and society. (Taylor, 2001a, p. 6.) Discourse analysis 

focuses on social action, by looking how actions and meanings are constructed through text 

and talk. This is done by the discourse researcher, by looking for patterns and the order in 

which text and talk are organised, and how the understanding of inter-subjective, social life 

and a variety of institutional practices are accomplished, constructed and reproduced dur-

ing this process. (Nikander, 2008, pp. 414 - 418.) 

 

Discourse analysts are interested in texts in their own right, and the importance of dis-

courses in constructing social life, rather than looking for some reality that might lie be-

hind the discourse (Gill, 2000, pp. 172-175). The aim of discourse analysis is not to dis-

cover truth, but rather to question those truths that are socially constructed in discourses 

(Torfing, 2005, 8). Thus, discourse analysis does not expect constructed accounts to reflect 

underlying attitudes and dispositions. Different kinds of accounts will be produced to dif-

ferent things, and the focus is on the discourse itself, how it is organised, and what it is 

doing. Discourse analysts assume that diversity and fragmentation can be expected at an 

individual level, as individuals will represent themselves in different ways depending on 

the context. What the discourse analysts are interested in are the regularities in language 

use, in terms of recurring patterns when constructing discourses in social contexts. The 

main aim of the discourse analysts is to look at the various constructions and meanings in 

society, that are available and used by people when making sense of various aspects of 

their social lives. (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 49.) 
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According to Willig (2003), there are two major types of discourse analysis that share the 

same concern with the role of language in the construction of social reality, but are looking 

to address different types of research questions. Discursive psychology, which is used in 

ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, focuses on how negotiation of meaning takes 

place in everyday local interaction. It pays attention to the functional or action orientation 

of talk, and studies how people use discursive resources, and what are the effects. Rather 

than looking at how the constructed accounts relate to the world, they are interested in 

what the accounts are designed to accomplish. (Willig, 2003, pp. 159-163.) Foucaldian 

discourse analysis, which was influenced by the work of Michel Foucault and post-

structuralist writers; however, is concerned with studying the discourses that are available 

to people, and how these discourses construct subjectivity, power relations and the subjects 

themselves. It focuses on what kind of objects and subjects are constructed through dis-

courses, and how they may have been shaped historically. (Willig, 2008, pp. 95-96.)  

 

For discourse analysts knowledge constructs reality, and does not reflect it. Both discursive 

psychology and Foucauldian discourse analysis have been criticised for denying the exist-

ence of reality beyond text. (Burr, 2003, p. 90.) Realist critics argue that discourse theory 

ignores the consequences of the material world, by reducing everything to thought or lan-

guage (Torfing, 2005, p. 18). Even if concepts and identities would be dependent on dis-

courses, it does not mean that they would not have any meaning within those discourses. 

According to them, reality should not be denied, and they also claim that relativism does 

not provide any means to assert the existence of even the severe realities, such as women’s 

oppression. (Gill, 1995, pp. 169-171.) It is further argued, that by turning discourse into 

objects, and treating texts as only manifestations of discourses, discourse analysts neglect 

what the speaker is doing with their talk. According to the realists, objects have an exist-

ence independent of the people who use them, and contexts in which they are used. It is 

criticised, that the problem especially with the Foucauldian discourse analysis is a tenden-

cy to identify merely familiar categories of events and label them as discourses. This prac-

tice will support only discovering discourses for every common sense category, leaving the 

researcher in a weak position to question the culturally available categories. (Burr, 2003, 

pp. 174 – 175.) 
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4.2 Discourses and subject positions  
 

Foucauldian discourse analysis focuses on the availability of the discourses within a histor-

ical and cultural context, and the implications of these for those who live within them.  

Discourses are defined as a set of statements that construct objects and make available cer-

tain ways of seeing and being in the world. The dominant discourses benefit the versions of 

social reality that legitimise the existing power relations and social structures. Some dis-

courses are so embedded and become part of common sense it is difficult to see or chal-

lenge them. It is possible for alternative and counter-constructions to emerge in language, 

and for this reason, Foucauldian discourse analysts explore the ways in which discourses 

have changed over time, and in what way these changes have impacted the historical sub-

jectivities. The Foulcauldian discourse analysis also focuses on the relationship between 

discourses and institutional practices organising and regulating social life. Discourses legit-

imate and reproduce existing social and institutional structures, and at the same time, the 

structures validate the existing discourses. (Willig, 2003, pp. 171-172.) 

 

Discourses produce knowledge through language and govern the way in which meaning 

and meaningful practices are constructed. The same discourses appear across different in-

stitutional sites within society, ruling in but also ruling out acceptable ways of talking and 

reasoning about specific events at a given historical period. (Hall, 1997, pp. 42-44.) Fou-

cault was interested in those specific rules and practices that produced and regulated vari-

ous meaningful statements and discourses in different historical periods. With discourse, 

Foucault referred to a group of statements that represented the knowledge of a particular 

topic at a particular historical moment. Foucault argues that discourses construct the topic, 

and produce the objects of our knowledge, as well as define the way the topic can mean-

ingfully be talked about. Discourse rules in and defines certain acceptable ways of talking 

about the topic, and also restricts other ways of talking about it. Meaning and meaningful 

practices are constructed within discourse, which appear across a range of texts and differ-

ent institutional sites in society. (Hall, 2001, p. 73.) Foucault was concerned with the pro-

duction of knowledge through discourse, by analysing how people understood themselves 

in their cultures and how the social, embodied individual and shared meanings were pro-

duced in different historical periods (Hall, 1997, pp. 42-44.)  
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Discourses are marked by close association with institutional structures and social practic-

es that are part of our daily lives. According to Foucault, power is not a possession of peo-

ple, but an effect of discourses, where power is exercised by drawing upon different dis-

courses through which specific actions are presented in an acceptable way. The accepted 

and prevailing discourses then serve the interest of the relatively powerful groups in the 

society, bringing inequality between groups. (Burr, 2003, pp. 67-68.) The theory of inter-

sectionality is connected with the Foucauldian sense of power and its mechanisms of ex-

clusion and inclusion. According to Knudsen (2006), in the intersectional perspective, ex-

clusion is not regarded only as a matter of suppressions, but as power is seen as continually 

moving, it also involves discourses of opposition and negotiations about the meaning of 

gender and ethnicity.  

 

According to Miller (2008, p. 252), discourses do not describe or represent realilty, but 

they bring realities into being and position them in specific relationships, including power. 

Discourses can thus be defined as systems of meanings representing ourselves and our so-

cial world, including our thoughts, language and feelings (Burr, 2003, p. 87). Discourses 

are connected with our institutional and social worlds, and thus have an effect on how we 

live our lives. Prevailing discourses, e.g. regarding femininity in general, construct women 

as nurturing, emotional and vulnerable, and following this construction women are stereo-

typically seen particularly suited to care for children and unsuited for top management po-

sitions in organisations. It is in the interest of the relatively powerful groups in different 

historical periods that some discourses are regarded as truth, whereas others are not. (Burr, 

2003, pp. 73-75.) 

 

Dominant discourses in society are embodied in technical processes, institutions and in the 

pedagogical forms that impose and maintain them. Discourses at the same time depend 

upon and are autonomous of the people acting, and reproduced through the daily actions of 

people and history, and repeatedly contributing to the configuration of power relations in 

society. (Foucault, 1977, p. 200.) Koro-Ljungberg (2008) also emphasised that socially 

constructed knowledge is situation-specific and linked with the historical conditions, where 

particular discourses are available or not available to certain groups or individuals. Thus, 

discourses cannot be separate from material structures, but are actually historically and 

culturally dependent ways of making sense of phenomena and events generated by struc-
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tures. (Koro-Ljungberg, 2008, p. 442.) Discourses have an outcome in what is morally, 

socially and legally acceptable or unacceptable, and what knowledge is specified as truth at 

any given moment in culture. Some existing discourses have more authority and validity, 

and thus are more powerful in telling what is normal and or acceptable. (Carabine, 2001, 

pp. 268- 275.) 

 

It is discourses that produce knowledge and not the actual subjects speaking it. Subjects 

produce texts, but they are limited by the available discourses of a particular historical pe-

riod and culture. Discourses, then, also construct subjects and provide subject positions 

from which alone they make sense. Individuals can differ by characteristics such as social 

status, gender, race and ethnicity, but these positions only become meaningful after identi-

fication with those positions constructed by discourse, subjected to its rules and becoming 

subjects of its power. (Hall, 1997, pp. 55- 56.) Subject positions can be defined as locations 

within a conversation, where the notions of discourses are connected to the social construc-

tion of particular selves. Subject positions are the identities that are made by specific ways 

of talking, and these identities can change both within and between conversations, as dif-

ferent discourses are employed. Subject positions can provide an insight to the broader 

ideological context in which such talk is conducted. (Edley, 2001, pp. 210- 217.)  

 

Positioning is the discursive process whereby people are bringing to the current situation 

their history as subjective beings from multiple positions and different discourses and lo-

cating selves in jointly produced conversations. Positioning can be interactive, where what 

one person positions the other one, or reflexive, in which one positions oneself uninten-

tionally. (Davies & Harre, 2001, p. 264). People can manoeuvre between the choices of the 

subject positions offered by the dominant discourses. In taking any subject position, people 

are also taking on the rights and obligations that its discourses entail. Different possibilities 

for action, what can and cannot be done, are provided by different subject positions. Also 

different social, political and economic privileges are associated with different people in 

society. (Edley, 2001, pp. 210-217.) The concept of positioning acknowledges the active 

role that the persons take when locating themselves within particular discourses during 

social interaction. The notion of positioning acknowledges that the culturally available 

discourses shape and restrain our experience and behaviour, at the same time giving room 

for the person to actively engage in and use those discourses as a part of social situations. 



29 

 

 

(Harre & van Langenhove, 1999, p. 9.) The positions available within the discourses offer 

possibilities, and at the same time, limitations on what can and cannot be done within a 

particular discourse. Based on the position within the discourse, people come to experience 

and view the world and themselves from that perspective. Thus, positioning provides a 

standpoint for viewing how subjects are constructed within discourses, and how this sub-

jectivity is negotiated in social interaction. Occupation of subject positions within dis-

courses thus drives the individual’s sense of self and what is and is not possible to do. 

(Burr, 2003, pp. 113 - 120.)  

 

Whereas conventional social psychology believes that individuals are rational subjects with 

a core self and social roles, Davies and Harre (2001, 271) argue that positions in discourses 

provide individuals with the meaning to subjectivity. According to Foucault, subjectivity is 

a product of discursive practices, where sense of self is not purely rational, but can be theo-

rised as multiple and even potentially contradictory. Based in this view, individuals can be 

located, and select from, a number of different positions, depending on the social, histori-

cal, cultural and political processes. Accordingly, defining oneself is open to shifting posi-

tions, depending on the positions made available within discursive practices through which 

we make sense of our own and other’s lives. Some subject positions taken up in discourse 

are more temporary or even transient, whereas others are permanent. (Weatherell, 2002, 

pp. 141- 142.) Our identity is constructed by a multitude of discourses culturally available 

to us, produced in our communications and social interaction with others. A person’s iden-

tity is composed of several different threads, such as age, class, ethnicity and gender, 

sewed together. Each of these elements is constructed through the limited number of dis-

courses that are available in our culture. (Burr, 2003, pp. 104-107.) Where social role sug-

gests a relatively fixed and unique role for an individual, the idea of positioning appre-

hends more dynamic and multiple locations that the person can possess during their life-

time, constituted and reconstituted through the various discursive practices in which they 

participate. (Weatherell, 2002, pp. 141- 142.) 

 

The theory of intersectionality is a useful analytical tool when analysing the processes of 

gendered and ethnicised subject positions in a multinational company context. It can pro-

vide insight to how certain people get the position as different, but also troubled or even 

marginalised. With moving forward from the concept of identity, to examine the complexi-
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ty of the lived experiences of the subjects, the intersectional framework can be used in rela-

tion to the postructuralist and social constructionist concepts of subject positions. 

(Staunaes, 2003.) 

 

As my research theory, I have approached gender and ethnicity as socially constructed, as 

this allows me to examine them not as fixed categories but produced in social processes. In 

my research, I will be using a discourse analytic approach when looking at how these cate-

gories and intersections of them are being talked about, within the diversity management 

rhetoric, by the managers of a multinational technology company. I will follow the Fou-

cauldian discourse analysis with a means of data analysis, when looking at the hierarchies 

of power in organisations related to gendered and ethnicised practices, as well as subject 

positions in the multinational technology context. 

 

 

 

 

5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Before the 1990’s, much of the workforce-diversity related literature was based on a legal-

istic and normative approach related to equal employment opportunities. Up until the re-

cent years, there has been very little emphasis on diversity management mechanisms that 

might help to promote outcomes for diverse employees and organisations in the work set-

tings. Now, many scholars, as well as international companies, have acknowledged that 

promoting equal opportunities at the workplace is not sufficient in fully utilising the added 

value diverse workforce could bring to the company. To support this notion, scholars have 

started to research and suggest, and companies to develop, their own voluntary programs to 

include a diversity of employees in the organisation practices and culture. (Pitts, 2009.)  

 

Organisations do have an important role in including diversity in the workplace; however, 

managers are in a pivotal position to diversify the staff and facilitate the diversity man-

agement, so that it can be used as an asset for both the company as well as the team mem-

bers themselves. According to Ely and Thomas (2001), the ‘integration and learning per-

spective’ approach to diversity management provided the most sustainable benefits for the 
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organisation, where the different backgrounds of individual team members were utilised, 

shared and collectively learned from.  

 

In my research, I will be looking at the ways managers of a multinational technology com-

pany talk about diversity and diversity management in the workplace. In the organisational 

theory, diversity is linked with workplace diversity, managing workplace diversity and 

equal employment opportunities. In my research, I will focus on diversity as a shared vo-

cabulary among the interviewed managers, and look at how the socially constructed cate-

gories of gender and ethnicity circulate in different discursive contexts related to diversity. 

I will also explore what kinds of implications the constructions of diversity and diversity 

management may have on the social realities experienced in the workplace. According to 

Jones and Stablein (2006, pp. 149-150), the meaning and political importance of the terms 

related to workplace diversity and managing diversity can be very different, depending on 

whether the individual stands in the margins or at the centre of power at a given moment. 

Thus, I will also study what kind of subject positions the discursive constructions offer the 

participants, and how specific power relations are created, maintained and reproduced in 

the managers’ talk in a multinational organisational context. Within this frame, my re-

search questions are the following: 

 

1. How are gender and ethnicity constructed in the managers’ talk within workplace 

diversity rhetoric?  

 

2. What kinds of institutions of power relations for creating, sustaining and reproduc-

ing gendered and ethnicised practices are available in the text? 

 
3. How does gender intersect with ethnicity within workplace diversity discourses? 

What kinds of subject positions do these discourses offer the participants, and what 

can be the social consequences of the position? 

 

The highlighted research questions are grounded on the theories of the normalizing power 

of discourses (Foucault, 1972, 1977; Hall 1997, 2001), doing gender (West & Zimmerman, 

1987) and the theory of gendered organisation of work (Acker, 1990, 2004, 2006). 
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6 RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION 

Qualitative methodology was chosen to conduct semi-structured interviews with managers 

at their work setting. Within the research framework, language is considered as a carrier of 

social practices, including doing gender and ethnicity, as well as various power relations. 

For this reason, the Foucauldian discourse analysis was selected to be used in the research 

data analysis, to investigate the meanings in the language used related to workforce diver-

sity, and in the specific social context of management in organisations.  

 

Analysing qualitative discourse data is very labour-intensive, and for this reason, the re-

searcher is likely to use a much smaller sample than when collecting quantitative research 

data. However, within its particular context, the selected participants should represent a 

typical or balanced population in the category being researched. (Taylor, 2001a, pp. 24-

25.) My research material consists of interviews with 12 managers of a multinational tech-

nology company located in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. I selected the interviewees based 

on their job roles, functions, as well as their age, gender and ethnic background, to have a 

balanced representation. The interviewed managers were working in different divisions of 

the same multinational technology company. The divisions included Procurement, Human 

Resources, Legal, Sales and Technical Services. The interviewees were from eight differ-

ent countries: Finland, Sweden, Germany, Australia, Lebanon, Morocco, Egypt and India. 

6 of the interviewees were male and 6 female, and they were aged between 35 and 55 

years. 

 

The interviewees worked in the same company and geographical location where I worked 

during the time of the study. I located the interviewees through my colleagues on the basis 

of a selection criterion, which emphasised the subjects’ familiarity with the research topic. 

I was looking to interview managers who, through their daily work practices, were manag-

ing diverse teams across different geographical locations in the Middle East and Africa 

region. I found the referred subjects’ contact details on the company’s internal website, and 

I contacted the subjects directly with a calendar invitation providing a brief introduction to 

the research topic, and a time proposed for the interview (Appendix 1). All the invited sub-

jects accepted the interview requests with an expressed enthusiasm and interest towards the 

research topic.  
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The interviews were conducted in April 2010, in the meeting rooms of the office premises 

of the company the interviewees were working for. The interviews were held during the 

interviewees’ working hours, and nine of the interviews were held in English and three in 

Finnish. It could be argued that the Finnish and the Australian interviewees were having an 

advantaged position, as they could express themselves in their native language. This, of 

course, is an important consideration; however, it is also good to acknowledge that English 

is considered as a second language for most of the expatriates, as the daily working lan-

guage in the international organisation is English. Thus, all the interviewed managers were 

fluent in English. The interviews were recorded and lasted from 35 to 60 minutes each. 

The discussions loosely followed my semi-structured interview guide, in which the follow-

ing themes were covered: workforce diversity theme, managing workforce diversity theme, 

and leadership and gender theme. These three themes were outlining the question areas I 

wanted to cover, and the structure I wanted to follow during the interview. However, the 

final questions and structure of the interview followed the flow of the discussion, where 

the primary questions for the outlined themes were triggered from the conversation. I was 

guiding the discussion to remain within the research themes, and at the same time, re-

frained from influencing the subjects with my own comments and opinions. When design-

ing the semi-structured interview questions, I used the most recent academic work related 

to diversity studies in organisations, including Lujiters et al’s. (2006)  study on ethnic mi-

norities’ work identity, and Ely and Thomas’ (2001) notions of diversity management. The 

interview format is included in Appendix 2. 

 

At the beginning of each interview, I thanked the participants for taking the time for the 

interview, and I briefed them about the topic of the study and how the interview material 

would be used. I also shared with them the goal of the interview, which was to hear their 

opinions and experiences related to workplace diversity and its management in a multina-

tional technology context. I tried to set up the interview situation as informal as possible, to 

generate a normal conversational flow. The emphasis was on conversation, rather than 

questions and answers. I used the interview guide more as my list of discussion topics than 

as a schedule to be followed tightly. The participants were also allowed during the discus-

sion to bring up any issues related to the research topic that they felt important. A freely 

flowing discussion was normally not too difficult to achieve and the interviewees were all 
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sharing their personal experiences related to the research topic. All the interviewees were 

also feeling comfortable with the audio tape recording. 

 

Initially, I approached the research area with the question of gendering leadership in man-

aging workforce diversity. I was interested to study whether male and female managers’ 

discourses would differ or be similar, when talking about diversity and managing diversity 

in a multinational organisation. However, quite soon when conducting the actual inter-

views, I realised that rather than differences or similarities in gendered approach to diversi-

ty management, there were emerging similarities in the discourses related to the fundamen-

tal questions of equalities and inequalities. In these constructions, gender and ethnicity 

were the most visible social categories in the talk of the multinational technology compa-

ny’s managers. In the beginning of the discussions and with the introduction to the re-

search topic of diversity management, the interviewees were giving various definitions of 

diversity. When asked explicitly what diversity meant to them in a work context, the main 

categories highlighted were culture, gender, background, behaviour, ethnicity, skills, expe-

rience, language, religion and age. However, when moving on with the discussion of expe-

riences of diversity management in a work context, very soon social categories of gender 

and ethnicity were emphasised, and came naturally into the talk of the managers. Depend-

ing on the context of the talk, gender and ethnicity were either clearly separate categories, 

but at times they were also intertwined together. Both male and female managers used sim-

ilar constructions of gender and ethnicity, and intersections of these, within the workplace 

diversity rhetoric. Also various but similar discourses were used for the gendered and 

ethnicised organisation practices, by both male and female managers. Interestingly, the 

subject positions related to ethnicity were more fluid compared with the more stable sub-

ject positions relate to gender, across the talk.  

 

Constructionist interviews are dialogical performances that include social meaning-making 

acts and co-facilitated knowledge exchanges. The researchers need to understand the social 

processes and context of the interview, in order to understand the meaning-making activi-

ties that take place during the interview. The experiences and social location of the partici-

pants give a particular context to their accounts that needs to be acknowledged by the re-

searcher. (Koro-Khungberg, pp. 430-432.) According to Jokinen, Juhila & Suoninen (1993, 

pp. 29-30), discourses are produced in different social-political contexts, and these need 
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not be disregarded but should be considered as a part of the research data, when locating 

the analysis to a specific situation. From the postructuralist social constructionist position, 

the things people say or write are not describing their beliefs or opinions, or an expression 

of their private experience, but are descriptions of the discursive culture they live in. 

Words or sentences do not belong to any particular discourse, but are dependent for their 

meaning upon the specific discursive context in which they appear. The same words and 

sentences might appear in different discourses contributing to different narratives. (Burr, 

1995, p. 50.)  

 

The location of the research was chosen to be Dubai, which is the main hub for many large 

multinational technology companies in the Middle East and Africa region. Dubai is located 

in the Persian Gulf coast, and the area was controlled by the United Kingdom until 1971 

after, which a federation of seven Emirates was formed into the United Arab Emirates. 

Dubai is one of the constituent Emirates, and it is known for its fast growth market and 

exported migrant workers from South Asia. According to the 2011 United Arab Emirates 

government statistics, foreigners account for more than 88.5% of the UAE population of 

7.89 million. (see http://www.uaestatistics.gov.ae/EnglishHome/tabid/96/Default.aspx) 

 

The history and location with such a diverse workforce and multiculturalism added to my 

interest in conducting the research in Dubai. The diversity in the research context was also 

recognised and referred to during several interviews. However, the diversity was not spe-

cifically linked to the location of Dubai as such, but to Middle East and Africa as a region 

more generally. This notion can be understood within the context of the multinational 

technology company the interviewed managers worked for had operations in 32 counties 

across the Middle East and Africa region. There were only few comparing references to the 

geographical areas that the expatriate managers had been working in before, outside the 

Middle East and Africa context.  

 

I recorded the interviews and transcribed them in detail. As transcription coding instruc-

tions I was using the example from Wetherell, Taylor and Yates (2001) Discourse as a Da-

ta, a Guide for Analysis book (Appendix 3). In the transcription, I marked the pauses, hesi-

tations, utterings, laughter and emphasis of words. In my analysis, though, I didn’t focus 

on the gaps and hesitations, but I wanted to include these in my transcription, to understand 
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afterwards the tone of communication when reading the materials. I removed from the ma-

terial all the indications to the person interviewed, to maintain confidentiality and anonym-

ity of the persons interviewed. However, I have marked the interviewees based on their 

gender, such as (M1) or (W1), to support my initial analysis purpose of gendered leader-

ship practices in the work context. Altogether, there were 124 pages of single spaced tran-

scribed text to be analysed.  

 

Within the postructuralist research framework, it is highlighted that we should not take 

people’s accounts at face value, as thoughts and feelings are not properties of our personal 

selves, but are social productions having their roots in social structures and practices that 

are parts of our daily lives. These representations are not of our own personal making, but 

more like representations of a particular society we come to adopt, and we make sense of 

our experiences tied to the social structures and power relations within that particular cul-

tural context. (Burr, 2003, pp. 140-142.) When conducting social constructionist research, 

the socially constructed character of the data produced through an interview, as well as 

understanding the socio-political contexts, needs to be considered. It is good to 

acknowledge that the researcher’s own background in terms of history and biography may 

also shape the research. (Burr, 2003, pp. 157-158.) Rather than studying what participants 

know about the topic or what kind of experiences they have had, the researcher engages in 

a dialogue with the participants, and thus actively contributes to the knowledge production. 

The target of the interview situation is not to examine the actual representations of facts or 

true experiences of the participants, but to study how participants experience particular 

aspects of life as they are constructed through dialogue. According to social constructionist 

research, meaning or shared experience cannot be isolated from the socially constructed 

knowledge production event, and thus the meaning cannot be examined outside the inter-

view situation itself, where the shared knowledge and meaning-making occurs during the 

interview interaction. These aspects that are typical for social constructionist research 

needs to be recognised also when deciding how the interview data should be analysed.  

(Koro-Khungberg, pp. 430 -432.) 
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7 DATA ANALYSIS 

Interviews are often used as research material in discourse analysis. The goal of the analy-

sis is not to reveal what the person truly thinks or feels, but to map the discourses, repre-

sentation and ideologies in the participant’s talk, and to identify how the representations 

are connected with inequalities and power relations. (Burr, 2003, pp. 140-142.) 

 

There is no one method, in the sense of formally specified procedures, conceptual tools or 

calculations, for conducting discourse analysis. A constructionist epistemology guides the 

discourse analytic orientation and data interpretation with a constructive action of language 

use with specific rhetorical characteristics. (Nikander, 2008, pp. 420-421.) Similarly to 

other forms of discourse analysis, also the Foucaldian discourse analysis is a subjective and 

interpretative one. In my research analysis, I am following the Foucauldian discourse anal-

ysis procedure described by Carla Willig. (2003, 173-175; 2008, 115-117.)  

 

Willig (2003; 2008) defines six stages in her analysis of discourse, focusing on mapping of 

discursive resources used in the text and the subject positions they may contain, and ana-

lysing their implications for subjectivity and practice. In the first stage of analysis, the fo-

cus is on identifying the different ways in which discursive objects are constructed. In 

practice, this is done by highlighting all the instances in the text where the discursive ob-

ject outlined in the research question is referred to, in both implicit and explicit ways. After 

all the various constructions of the discursive object under study is being identified, these 

will then be located into wider discourses. In the third stage of analysis, the focus is on the 

action orientation of talk and text, which involves a closer examination of the discursive 

contexts within which the different constructions of the object are being used. The concern 

is to find out what is the function of the discourse, and how it relates to other constructions 

produced in the text. To focus on action orientation allows getting a better understanding 

of what is the purpose of constructing the object in a particular way at this point of text. 

During the fourth stage of analysis, the subject positions are being identified from the vari-

ous constructions of the discursive objects located within wider discourses. Discourses 

construct subjects, and make available positions that the speakers can take up with implica-

tions for subjectivity. After having identified the various subject positions, the fifth stage 

of analysis explores the ways in which discursive constructions and the subject positions 
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within them allow or restrict opportunities for action; in other words, what can be said or 

done by specific subject positions. The final, sixth stage of the analysis outlines the rela-

tionship between the discourse and subjectivity, by examining what are the consequences 

for the participant’s subjective experience, by taking up specific subject positions. (Will-

ing, 2003, pp. 173-175; 2008, pp. 115-117). According to Willig (2008, p. 99), there is no 

one method of doing discourse analysis, and discursive analytic researchers caution against 

following guidelines too rigidly. In my analysis, I will focus on the first four stages of Wil-

lig’s defined analysis, but am also looking at instances where stages five and six could be 

visible, related to gendered and ethnicised organisational processes. 

 

The first step of the data analysis was to transcribe the recorded interview materials. I tran-

scribed all interviews in full using transcription software. Transcribing the interview mate-

rials was very time-consuming but I used this time also to get a complete picture and an in-

depth understanding of the language used by the managers, and to support my further steps 

in the analysis. After transcribing the data, I read it through over and over again, and tried 

to locate any analytic issues, such as recurring patterns and connections within the materi-

al. Already during the interview situations, I had realised that my initial approach and re-

search question on gendering management practices related to diversity management in the 

work context needed to be redefined. My initial analysis of the interview data supported 

this, as the main constructions in the text were related to gender and ethnicity and intersec-

tions of these categories, when discussing diversity management in multinational compa-

ny’s work context. I had to rework the actual analytic issues, and how to confine them into 

understandable entities. As gender and ethnicity were the most visible social categories in 

the talk of the interviewed managers, I started to look where and how these were construct-

ed in the text. After this, I selected the areas where gender and ethnicity appeared in the 

text, and focused on these by making notes about different ideas, topics and themes in the 

texts, and coding these in the transcripts by using highlighters. I worked through my notes 

and coding to identify both recurring patterns of descriptions, as well as smaller units, such 

as specific expressions and metaphors. To support the analysis of the text, I used an elec-

tronic word document, where I collected and categorised data of different lengths, and an 

electronic excel sheet to outline frequencies. After the initial analysis and categorisation, I 

continued mainly with electronic data analysis ,supported with manual colour-coding and 

using post-it notes to mark commonalities of emerging discourses in the text. Many com-
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puter programs are also available for qualitative data analysis to offer tools for coding, 

classifying and grouping data. Having studied the pros and cons of such programs, and 

after trying the Atlas.ti software program, I decided that it would not significantly benefit 

my analysis, and decided to continue with processing the material manually. 

 

When analysing the social categories of ethnicity and gender, I specifically focused on how 

they were constructed, in which context, and what were the reasons given for these con-

structions. I spent quite a lot of time locating the various discursive constructions of gender 

and ethnicity within the wider discourses, as these were constructed and spread across the 

text in very different ways and within different contexts. While doing this, I was also try-

ing to identify the purpose and reasons for the interviewee to use the specific discourses in 

that particular point of text, and its relation to other constructions within that context. I also 

identified the subject positions and the availabilities and limitations that these offered to 

the subjects. Even if the main social categories of gender and ethnicity were constructed as 

distinct, there were also references to intersections of these in the text that add an interest-

ing aspect of consideration as a part of my overall analysis. 

 

Understanding the findings in the data requires an understanding of the cultural habits and 

cultural context of the research participants. Jokinen, Juhila, and Suoninen (1993, pp. 23-

24) write that intertextuality is one the defining elements of discourse theory and for this 

reason, when conducting discourse analysis, the researcher’s interpretations are founded on 

a context related to the data analysis. The researcher inevitably uses his or her own cultural 

capital to understand the data, and the analysis extends outside the study itself. My own 

cultural capital as a researcher is related to being a young, Finnish female, and working in 

the same multinational technology environment as the research subjects, during the time of 

study. It is clear that my own position as an interviewer representing a certain category will 

affect the contextual location of the research study. Also my own positioning as a re-

searcher, and also a participant in that cultural and social context, has impacted my per-

spective during the course of research and analysis. During the research process, I tried to 

acknowledge and be prepared to contradict my own preconceived assumptions related to 

the research topic and data analysis. Interestingly, one of the main questions for social con-

structionist research is how much the researcher is using the existing categories and dis-

courses related to the research topic without noticing it. According to Jokinen et al., (1993, 
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pp. 23-24), the researcher is also part of the social life and culture that is being researched, 

and the researcher needs to construct and communicate the research data, to be culturally 

understood. 

 

 

 

 

8 ANALYSIS: CONSTRUCTIONS OF GENDER AND  

ETHNICITY 

In this chapter, I present and discuss my analysis findings of the interview materials in re-

lation to the research questions. I examine what kinds of constructions gender and ethnicity 

acquire in interview situations, and how these social categories intersect in the workplace 

diversity rhetoric. I will also look at what kinds of discourses the managers of a multina-

tional company use to make sense of gender, as well as ethnicity, in a workplace diversity 

context, and what kinds of institutions and power relations for reproduction of gendered 

and ethnicised practices are articulated in the talk. The referred text extracts are in the orig-

inal format, and some of the interview materials have been translated from Finnish to Eng-

lish. However, to sustain the originality of the language used in translation cases, I am pre-

senting both the Finnish and English extracts in parallel. I have removed any references to 

the names mentioned in the text, to guarantee the anonymity of the research participants or 

other individuals named in the text. To refer to the extracts, I have included the gender and 

number of interviewees, such as (M1) or (W1). 

 

The interview questions were built around diversity and diversity management in a multi-

national technology company context. Social categories of gender and ethnicity came up as 

dominant categories in the managers talk constructing the diversity and diversity manage-

ment. It was fairly easy to locate the passages where the interviewees elaborated on gender 

and ethnicity, or intersections of these, as the interviewees brought up the topic themselves. 

I also asked questions in relation to gender, but not to ethnicity. Ethnicity and intersections 

of gender and ethnicity appeared in the interviews without prompting. Gender, ethnicity 

and their intersections were the main themes in various parts of the talk. I found many ref-

erences to women and men, female and male and different ethnic groups in the research 
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material. Using this overall data, I studied the meanings that gender and ethnicity as well 

as their intersections acquire in talk. In my analysis, I found that managers of a multina-

tional company used three consistent approaches to construct gender and ethnicity in 

workplace diversity rhetoric by: 1) comparing and contrasting behaviour and characteris-

tics 2) explaining reasons and legitimising the gender and ethnicity gaps 3) neutralising the 

gender and ethnicity in organisational context. I have named the discourses that represent 

these ways of talking about gender, ethnicity and their intersections as: 1) Differentiation 

2) Rationalisation and 3) Neutralisation. 

 

Next, I will present each discourse in turn, highlighting how it is used by the managers of a 

multinational company. I will discuss how the discourse appears and works in the inter-

viewees’ talk, and what kinds of subject positions does it offer to the interviewee and other 

subjects. I will also present the institutions and power relations for sustaining and repro-

ducing gendered practices available in the text.  

 

In table 1 below, I have summarised the discourses presented related to each construction, 

and examples available in the managers’ talk. 

 

Table 1. Constructions of gender and ethnicity 

Discourse 

Count of 

using the 

discourse 

Constructions Examples 

Differentiation 
67% 

8 out of 12 

Characteristics and behaviour Traits, skills, abilities 

Categories and structures Job segregation, wage gap 

Rationalisation 
75% 

9 out of 12 

Macro level History, culture, industry, education 

Public and private Qualities and networks 

Neutralisation 
92% 

11 out of 12 

Abstract worker  Personality, competences 

Selecting and promoting Qualities, social networks 
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8.1 Differentiation discourse 
 

When talking about gender and ethnicity in the workplace diversity context, the interview-

ees’ talk turned easily to the fundamental differences between men and women, between 

ethnic groups, and intersected social categories of these. The interviewees outline common 

sense notions about characteristics, behaviours, skills and abilities of male, female and 

different ethnic groups, and use active categorising to highlight these differences. The es-

sential differences in terms of character and abilities were the most commonly referred to 

during the discussions. The descriptions of differences between male and female and vari-

ous ethnic groups in the talk are organized so that they are clearly distinct or opposite and 

complementary to each other. In the interviewees’ talk, the outlined characteristics are 

commonly generalised to apply to all men or women, or to all members of a particular eth-

nic group, to emphasise the naturally occurring differentiation. The outlined discourses 

related to differentiation of gender and ethnicity reproduce gender and ethnic hierarchies in 

the work context. The various discourses related to differentiation help to demonstrate how 

male and female as well as members of different ethnic groups are categorized as different 

from one another, and what consequences of this there can be in the organisational context. 

 

8.1.1 Characteristics and behaviour 
 

The ideas that there are certain generalizable characteristics that male, female, and differ-

ent ethnic groups have are articulated in the interviewees’ talk. These characteristics are 

also opposite in nature; what females are, males are not and vice versa. These outlined 

characteristics are distinct, but at the same time complementary to one other, and are not 

mixed when being used to describe characteristics of a particular category outlined. Fur-

thermore, they carry values that make the male way of being and doing seem more favour-

able than the female in an organisational context. These characterizations per se do not 

necessarily carry positive or negative meanings. However, the way they are organized, 

when constructing differentiation, make them appear favourable or unfavourable. Accord-

ing to Gherardi (1994), masculinity and femininity are symbolic in their meaning, and they 

derive from oppositions. The meaning of male and female is produced by the double strat-

egy and deferral. In the binary oppositions, masculine/feminine is hierarchical, where mas-

culine is treated as superior and feminine as derivate. (Gherardi, 1994.) 
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This kind of opposing positioning can also be seen in the following extract, where the in-

terviewee describes females understanding more emotional areas in the work context, 

whereas the male workers focus on factual topics and work outcome. 

 

(Extract 1) 
…in general my feeling is that they pick up more on the emotional (2) element whereas 

maybe I pick up more on the work outcome or what they say or you know maybe fact 

based. (M2) 

 

In his talk, the interviewee generalises that all women are better at grasping the emotional 

areas than men. He also refers to himself as a comparison to all other men, and in this way, 

he presents his statement as being free of biases as an insider of the male group. Other in-

terviewees were similarly referring to characteristics such as emotional, caring and sensi-

tive, when describing female attributes in a work context. Male attributes were described 

as tough, aggressive and focused in a similar setting. In an organisational context, factual 

and outcome are generally considered to be a positive quality, which in the above quota-

tion are associated with men. The expressions ‘work outcome’ and ‘fact based’ represents 

the person getting the job done, and at the same time, these constructions settles the male 

opposite and above to the described feminine soft skills. According to Gherardi (1994), the 

highlighted attributes related to femininity are related to subordinating relationships, and 

are the ones of the powerless, not because of biological destiny but because of social dy-

namics and political nature, where the masculine is considered more valuable than the fem-

inine.  

 

The similar kind of differentiation was constructed when the question of why there are so 

few women in the top management of the organisation was raised. The interviewees in 

general were referring to the conditions of the organisational environment, at the same time 

attributing female leaders as lacking the needed characteristics in the business environ-

ment.  

 

(Extract 2) 

The other issue would be errr if we have let’s say (3) tough or strong decisions maybe the 

whole team would be more how can I say more conservative on getting $aggressive$ 
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((laughing)) with a lady or having a tough business discussion. That might be that is my 

personal opinion. (M4) 

 

(Extract 3) 

I think the level of the aggression in those positions err are very demanding. And in a way 

when you look at the profile of (.) a woman. Yeah I think they are far more understanding 

far more (.) there is a certain extent to which they go and they don't go past that. Where 

men would continue going. He would go for the kill where women would say maybe (.) no. 

This is not right and they stop at certain point. So this aggression I think is maybe the dif-

ference. (M6)  

 

In the above quotes, the interviewees refer to the business environment as tough, strong 

and aggressive. The image of a successful organisation and the image of a successful lead-

er share these same characteristics. These characteristics are historically associated with 

the image of a male leader being tough, aggressive and firm. Male leaders are not de-

scribed as feminine or soft, emotion is viewed as a feminine weakness, and it does not have 

a place in the effective business processes rhetoric. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993.) 

 

The image of a successful organisation and the image of the successful leader share many 

of the same characteristics, such as strength, aggressiveness, and competitiveness. In to-

day’s global organisations, a hegemonic ‘hypermasculinity’ is presented in an aggressive, 

ruthless and competitive way. This masculinity is backed up by the image of a competitive 

‘win or die’ working environment. This masculine image is about those who drive the 

global control and international competition in a successful company. (Acker, 2006.)  

 

Women need to adjust to the organisational environment, where masculine traits are valued 

over feminine traits. Female characteristics such as emotion are judged to be irrelevant or 

even damaging to effective business management. The model of a successful manager is 

masculine, not feminine, as he is not soft in a womanly sense. In the multinational organi-

sation rhetoric, emotion is widely seen as s feminine weakness that would negatively inter-

fere with effective business decisions. (Halford & Leonard, 2001, p. 106.) In the extract 

below, the female interviewee is referring to herself as being more caring than her male 

colleagues, instead of being soft. It seems that being caring is more acceptable than being 

soft, when positioning oneself as a manager in a multinational organisation context. The 
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interviewee describes herself as tougher than many of her male colleagues when it comes 

to making hard decisions involving people.  

 

(Extract 4) 

I think that we might be more caring. But then people think that we are soft. I am not soft 

at all. If I need to fire somebody. I will fire somebody. There I am much tougher than many 

guys. (W6) 

 

The interviewee positions herself as tough and decisive in situations where people are be-

ing made redundant. This is an interesting reference within the context of discussing simi-

larities or differences between male and female managers. In general, female managers 

have been described as being sensitive and not aggressive related to business discussions, 

and in the above quotation the female manager constructs herself as a tough manager, but 

in relation to people management. 

 

Women are socialised not to be aggressive or dominating; however, these perceived traits 

are required from a successful leader in multinational organisations. It is not surprising that 

the small number of women who do achieve s senior level in organisations usually resem-

ble the men who are in power. For many women, to be successful in a multinational organ-

isation means suppressing behaviours that would typically identify them as female, and 

thus not suitable for leadership roles. However, no matter how hard women try, they can-

not be men, and for this reason, they will continue to be disadvantaged: for the reason that 

they are women. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993.)  

 

In the Differentiation discourse the hierarchy between the male and the female characteris-

tics does not appear so straight forward and clear in all the articulations than in the above 

quotes I have discussed so far. Actually in the below quote the interviewee presents male 

in a negative light when articulating the differences between Finnish men and Finnish 

women: 

 

(Extract 5) 

Monet on sanonu et niinku suomalaiset naiset on ihan erilaisia kun suomalaiset miehet. 

((Nauraa)) Siis todella moni.  Et suomalaiset naiset on niinku semmosia (2) ulospäinsuun-

tautuneita puheliaita (.) vahvoja ihmisiä ja suomalaiset miehet on hiljasia nyssyköitä ((nau-
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raa)). […] Ehkä se on se että tälle alalle on suodattunu niin paljon niinku teknisiä niinku 

insinööri ihmisiä jotka tykkää siitä nyhväämisestä näin niinku miehenä koska suuri osa on 

kuitenkin ((nauraa)) miehiä ja sitten kuitenkin ehkä kuitenkin täällä jossakin arealla niin ne 

naiset jotka on täällä. Niin ne on sit jo vähän niinkun sitä (.) niinku esimiesporrasta tai 

ainakin niinku senioriporrasta. Ja sit ehkä siihen suodattuu semmoset ihmiset jotka on en-

emmän puheliaita ((nauraa)) (W4) 

 

(Extract 5 translated in English) 

Many people have said that Finnish women are totally different than Finnish men ((laugh-

ing)) this means very many. So that Finnish women are like (2) outgoing talkative (.) 

strong people and Finnish men are silent nerdies ((laughing)). […] Maybe it is that in this 

industry have been filtered so many male engineers who like the detailed work so as a man 

because most are ((laughing)) men and maybe then here somewhere in the region well the 

women who are here. They are then already like that (.) middle management level or at 

least senior level. And then maybe there filters people who are more talkative ((laughing)) 

(W4) 

 

The above quote describes Finnish male workers as silent and nerdy compared to Finnish 

women described as outgoing, talkative and strong. Interestingly, the same characteristics, 

which outlined men as tough and women as emotional, are not being used here within the 

intersecting categories of gender and ethnicity, than previously used when describing the 

characteristics related genders as universal categories. In her talk, the interviewee refers to 

having heard the same comment from many sources, and this way, she also neutralises her 

own opinion about the topic, but validates its relevance by referring to several others who 

have brought it up.   

 

In the above quote, the male workers are being described as silent and nerdy, but at the 

same time, these characteristics were associated with their technical background. Talka-

tive, outgoing and strong were associated with female workers, and their background as a 

senior level or middle management. Thus, these seemingly disapproving articulations of 

men are actually the ones where masculinity settles above femininity in the organisational 

setting. Male workers are described as technical and majority in numbers in the technology 

industry, whereas women are minority in numbers working in the Middle East and Africa 

region as middle level managers. The few females who have made it to the region, working 
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outside their home countries, are described being at least senior level workers, and thus 

more talkative and outgoing than the technical men.  

 

In the organisation rhetoric, men in general are referred to as being strong, where women 

are referred to as emotional. However, in the above quotation, when intersecting the cate-

gories of ethnicity and gender, Finnish women are referred to as ‘strong people’. Based on 

Markkola’s (2002) research, Finnish women are typically constructed as ‘strong’ which 

refers to being hard-working and historically having national voting rights earlier than 

women in most other countries. However, according to Markkola, the strength discourse 

appears important, but at the same time problematic, as according to her, it is used in the 

context of undermining gender inequalities. The strength discourse comes up in Finnish 

women’s talk in family and work contexts, when discussing discrimination, underestimat-

ing sexual harassment, and ignoring unpleasant topics. Markkola is interested to under-

stand why ‘strong’ women ignore and underrate discrimination. Interestingly, it seems that 

strength and nationalistic descriptions are linked, as the discourse of strong women is not 

only related to Finnish women talk, but also, for example, Canadian Italian women have 

described themselves as hardworking and strong. (Markkola, 2002, pp. 75-85.) 

 

When talking about the current barriers for diversity management in organisations the in-

terviewees’ talk turns again into the disadvantaged position of women, who are referred to 

as being sensitive in the work context. The interviewee suggests that being sensitive needs 

to be combined with being strong in the business environment: 

 

(Extract 6) 

Hmm pitää olla päättäväinen ja niinkun semmonen niinku (2) just päättäväinen ja just 

semmonen et ei nyt välitä ihan kaikesta. Koska niinkun aina sitä tulee kaikenlaisia niinkun 

kommentteja (.). Ja:: ehkä niinkun moni (.) nainen ottaa niinkun helposti tämmösiin ni-

inkun °pelästyy ja säikähtää°. Mut mut (.) ei vaan pitää olla vahva mut pitää olla myöskin 

niinkun ((naurahtaa)) musta peppi pitkätossu sano sen hirveen hyvin et. Jos on oikeen vah-

va pitää myös olla oikeen kiltti. (2) Et ei saa niinkun tieksä ei saa niinkun astuu ihmisten 

varpaille eikä olla niinkun olla semmonen räyhääjä. Vahva ei tarkota sitä että on räyhä ja 

vahva tarkottaa sitä et sä oot NIIN vahva et sulla on vara olla kiltti. (W4) 
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(Extract 6 translated in English) 

Hmmm one has to be determined and like (2) well determined and just like that you don’t 

mind all the topics. Because well there will always be comments (.). And:: maybe well 

many (.) women take these and like °get’s scared and frightened°. But but (.) no one has to 

be strong but also well ((laughs)) I think Pippi Longstocking said it very well that. If you 

are very strong you have to be also very kind. (2) So that one can’t well like step on the 

toes of others and be like kind of ruffian. Strong doesn’t mean that one is raffian and strong 

means that you are SO strong that you can afford being kind. (W4) 

 

It seems that in the multinational technology context women have learned that to be a 

manager means to be ‘strong’. However, to navigate in the masculine international busi-

ness environment as a female manager, socio-emotional softeners such as ‘being kind’ can 

be used, in order not be become stigmatised as a troublemaker. Interestingly, when con-

structing the female international business manager, the interviewer positions her to be 

considerate for others in terms of not “stepping on the toes of others”. This is distinct from 

the earlier construction of the male international business manager, who is a ruthless hunter 

and would not stop but “go for the kill”. 

 

Some researchers suggest that in the work context, women would need to learn how to 

adapt to a predominantly male culture, and specifically, the managerial model displaying 

masculine characteristics. According to research; however, using assertive language in-

creases influence for men, but actually reduces influence for women in work situations. If 

women used a masculine leadership style in work setting, they were described as harsh, 

difficult to work with and unladylike. In addition, if women used a masculine influencing 

style, such as issuing threats, they were being viewed as less effective and had less satis-

fied subordinates. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993.) On the other hand, once women com-

bined the assertiveness with socio-emotional softeners, she could better soothe the others’ 

resistance, and persuade them to grant her influence. Following these findings, women are 

required to be both competent and nice, in order to be influential in work groups. However, 

even if using the socio-emotional softeners could benefit women in a work setting, it actu-

ally encourages behaviour that confirms to gendered constructions of behaviour, and ex-

pects communality from women but not from men. (Ridgeway & Bourg, 2004, p. 229.) 
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Similarly to the different characteristics of male and female, the behaviour of different eth-

nic groups is described as distinct and universal. In the extract below, when asking the in-

terviewee what are the benefits of having diversity in workplaces, the interviewee com-

pares and contrasts the behaviour of different ethnic groups. 

 

(Extract 7) 

Kun mä mietin tota omaa tiimiä et siinähän on (2) niinkun eri maista on inkkareita ja paki-

stanilaisia ja ja hmmm no iranilainen (2) no sit on etiopialaisia ja yks namibialainen että ni-

inkun miettii tätä tiimiä niin (5) Ehkä yks mitä on huomannu on et (3) kyl varsinkin ni-

inkun joillekin inkkareille ja pakeille niin niiltä on hirveen vaikee saada semmosta suoraa 

vastausta välillä että. Mut se ei oo niinkun semmonen kauheen tiimiä hyödyttävä näkökul-

ma ((nauraa)) kyllä että ne pitäs sitten pystyy saada ymmärtämään et semmonen suoran 

puhuminen on ihan hieno arvo mitä taas ehkä me suomalaiset osataan kyllä enemmän mut 

että. (W2)  

 

(Extract 7 translated in English) 

When I think about my own team there are (2) from different countries Indians and Paki-

stanis and hmmm well Iranian (2) well then there are Ethiopians and one Namibian so 

when you think about this team (5) Maybe one thing that I have noticed is (3) especially 

for some Indians and Pakis is that is it very difficult to get direct answers from them at 

times. But it is not very benefitting point of view for the team  ((laughing)) so that one 

should get them to understand that talking straight is quite fine value what we Finns can do 

better but well. (W2)  

 

Several ethnic groups in the interviewed manager’s team are listed, with a further emphasis 

on Pakistanis and Indians. The interviewee is using an offensive connotation such as “Pak-

is” when referring to her Pakistani team members. Associating oneself in contrast to other 

ethnic groups, and positioning oneself as Finnish and thus talking straight, can result in the 

interviewee feeling proud about her ethnic background. According to Smith and Bond 

(1998), this kind of ethnocentrism refers to the person’s favouring of own group and rejec-

tion of the out-group. In this view, one’s own group is the centre of everything, and others 

are scaled with reference to it. The behaviour of one’s own culture's members’ is seen as 

natural and correct, whereas the behaviour of the members of other cultures is perceived as 

unnatural and incorrect. In addition, the customs and behaviour of one’s own in-group are 
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perceived as universally valid, with a feeling of pride of one’s own in-group. (Smith & 

Bond, 1998, pp. 191-192.) 

 

The above construction works in a similar way to the Differentiation discourse in relation 

to gender characteristics. It formulates the opposite behaviours in terms of ethnic differ-

ences in organisational context. The interviewee uses her own ethnic background as the 

standard for comparing behaviours when working together and communicating with differ-

ent ethnic groups. Similar to opposing gender hierarchies, also ethnic hierarchies are creat-

ed in talk through contrasting and opposing. Here, white Europeans are ruling and the Sub-

Continental are the oppressed ones. According to Gordon (2002), ethnicities are historical 

formations where power relations are based on defined differences. Gordon concludes that 

ethnicities are not only talked about in terms of differences, but also through similarities 

that are building up the nation. (Gordon, 2002, p. 38.) In the above extract, the interviewer 

compares and contrasts her behaviour as a member of the Finnish group to other ethnic 

groups. Honesty is a positively valued characteristic, and with the example of Finns “talk-

ing straight” and the ethnic group members not, she positions the team members as others 

and as inferior to all Finns, including herself.  

 

The characteristics and behaviours highlighted in the Differentiation discourse used by the 

managers of a multinational company describe male and female employees, as well as em-

ployees from different ethnic backgrounds, as opposite and complementary in nature. The-

se constructions articulate the symbolic order of gender and ethnicity visible in the talk 

through examples of essential and universal characteristics, and imply that the differences 

between men and women are determined by their biological sex, and are thus natural. The 

constructions are built so that the male way of working and the female way of working are 

clearly distinct. This helps the interviewees to make sense how male and female employ-

ees, as well as employees from different ethnic groups, are different, and what this means 

to them in the work context. These constructions are embedded in the hierarchy, where the 

characteristics associated with male employees and employees with European origin be-

come presented as positive, with a higher hierarchical value, where as those meanings as-

sociated with female employees and employees with a Sub-Continental background are 

presented negatively and with a lower hierarchical value in the organisation rhetoric. Also 

typical to the constructions of character and behaviour of male and female employees, as 
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well as employees with different ethnic backgrounds, is that the same characteristics are 

quite uniformly articulated from one interviewee to another, and the same recurring ex-

pressions and terminology is being used to outline the differences.  

 

Central to the interviewees talk is the idea that the differences between sex and different 

nationalities are natural and settle in the hierarchical oppositions. This is also further ar-

ticulated on gendered and ethnicised distribution of work in a work context, which I will be 

outlining in more detailed in the next chapter.  

 

8.1.2 Categories and structures 
 

The managers of a multinational company use the Differentiation discourse to talk about 

differences between male and female employees, as well as employees from different eth-

nic backgrounds, in the multinational technology company. The discourse gives meanings 

to gender by attaching it to essential and universal male and female characteristics and ex-

periences. This stereotyping of employees serves as the foundation for ideas about the gen-

dered and ethnicised distribution of work.  

 

In the extract below, when the interviewee is asked his opinion regarding the company’s 

diversity statistics, he constructs the gendered distribution of work in the multinational 

technology company’s context. The female employees are associated with job roles that 

are related to business support functions that are not located in the domain of technology 

production, whereas the male employees are associated with hard-core technology. 

 

(Extract 8) 

valitettavasti meidän firmassa on kuitenkin semmonen roolitus = tossa on naisten hommat 

tossa on miesten hommat. ↑Naiset on tukitoiminnoissa finanssi, HR, laki .hh tämmöset 

missä on muutenkin nais::työvoimaa paljon saatavilla niin siellä ois tietysti se suhde ois 

erillainen. Jos kattoo sitten ihan täälllä rankan tekniikan puolella niin .hhh se suhde on ihan 

.hh jotain muuta. Jos tommoset luvut ois niinkun siellä teknisellä puolella niin ne olis 

melko korkeet. Mutta (.2) jos tommoset luvut on HR öö tukitoimi tai >muitten 

tukitoimintojen puolella niin sillon ne on mun mielestä< (.2) naurettavan alhaset. (M1) 
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(Extract 8 tranlated in English) 

Unfortunately in our company there are kind of roles = these are women’s tasks and these 

are men’s tasks. ↑Women are in the support functions such as finance, HR, law .hh these 

kind of where there are anyway a lot of women labour available so there the ratio could be 

different. If you are looking at it then here in the hard technical side of then those figures 

would be pretty high. But (.2) if those kind of figures would be in HR errr support function 

or > other support functions side well then they would be in my opinion< (.2) ridiculously 

low. (M1) 

 

The interviewee describes technical work as being the core business related to production, 

which is associated with male and masculinity, whereas supporting work is related with 

female and femininity. Human resources, legal and finance are traditionally categorised as 

a support functions for business. The interviewee naturalises this division of work with a 

construction of more availability of women workers for support functions, which is meant 

to explain the occurring difference in the ratio of male and female workers in different 

jobs. As presented this way, women support the work of male technology experts but can-

not be in the business core of the technology company, leaving them as outsiders when the 

domain remains masculine and male-dominated. Acker and Van Houten (1992) also high-

light that there is existing sex structuring in organisations, which consists of differentiation 

of female and male jobs. In addition, jobs in the organisation are hierarchically ordered, as 

there are more men in management positions. As a result of the vertical and horizontal or-

ganisational segregation, men generally have more power in organisations than women. 

(Acker & Van Houten, 1992, pp. 15-16.)  

 

Pay is an important effect of job segregation and an important indicator of the value at-

tached to work (Bradley & Healy, 2008, p. 26). In the extract below, the interviewee is 

referring to the gendered wage gap between men and women, when being asked what bar-

riers there are of having a more diverse workforce in the organisation. The interviewee 

neutralises her statement by only referring to Finland as a reference context, and not being 

able to generalise the gender pay, as she does not have the actual information from else-

where. She is distancing herself from her opinion, by referring to “they say” and that she 

has not seen the facts or results of company’s salary study. She also refers to commonly 

used justifications such as salary scale tables, which are normally used in the organisation 

to present data for equal pay. She places herself in a Finnish environment, even if working 
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abroad in a multinational company, and positions herself as being distant from the topic in 

the current context with several references to Finland and statistical data. With these con-

structions, she diminishes the problem of the existing gender gap in pay in the multination-

al organisation. 

 

(Extract 9) 

No joo yks mikä mulle itse asiassa tuli mieleen vois olla et niinkun ainahan sanotaan et Su-

omessa varsinkin en tiedä onko muuallakin mutta että naisen euro on vaan 80 centtiä et. 

Ainakin pureutus siihen palkka kysymykseen et oikeesti pystyttäis (2) rehellisesti 

sanomaan et mies ja nainen saa meillä samaa palkkaa. >Mä en oo nähny meiän palk-

katutkimuksia mä en tiedä< minkälaisii ne on mutta. Mä oon melko varma että miks me ol-

tais parempii kun keskimäärin suomalaiset yritykset muuten sitten että. Ja kyllähän me tie-

detään et meillä ei oo mitään erilaista palkkataulukkoo miehille ja naisille mut vaan ehkä 

helposti sitten menee siihen että jos miehillä on alunperinkin jo parempi palkka kun ne tu-

lee .hh niin jotta me saadaan ne houkuteltua niin sitä on pakko justeerata ylöspäin (W2) 

 

(Extract 9 translated in English) 

Well yes one thing that actually came to my mind could be that it is always said that in Fin-

land especially I am not sure it is elsewhere as well but that women’s euro is only 80 cents 

so. At least to look into the wage question so that one could really (2) honestly say that 

women and men do get the same wage in our company. >I have not seen our wage studies I 

don’t know< what kind of they are but. I am pretty sure that why would we be better than 

on average Finnish companies then but then that. And we do well know that we don’t have 

any separate wage scale tables for men and women but it maybe only goes easily into that 

if men are better paid from the beginning when they come.hh so that they can be attracted 

and then it is a must to tweak it up (W2) 

 

The most common explanation for the gender pay differential in the research is that women 

are paid less because they choose to work in jobs that pay less, and that women are less 

valuable to the organisation due to lack of experience and qualifications. Another explana-

tion suggests that women get paid less because they expect and accept lower pay. (Burn, 

1996, p. 64.) The interviewee also notes that men are getting a higher salary than women 

from the beginning, as the company needs to attract them to join. By this, the interviewee 

positions men as more valuable in the multinational business environment than women, 

and places them as desired employees in the labour market. 
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Gender as well as ethnicity affects assumptions about skills and standards for a fair wage 

for employees, and these in turn impact the wage differences between different groups. 

Organisational practices are creating and renewing hierarchies in organisations included 

embedded gender and ethnic patterns that are visible when the interviewees talk about pay 

gap. Wage setting is many times integrated in the hierarchical organisational processes, as 

a result producing gender and ethnic differences in pay. (Acker, 2006.) In the following 

extract, where the male interviewee is talking about the wage differences between different 

ethnic groups, the wage gap is no longer neutralised referring to statistics and company 

policies like in the previous quote related to gender. The gap here is being highlighted as 

an unequal treatment of “human beings” and clearly positioned in the current Middle East 

location, as a contrast to the previous quote where the location was distanced elsewhere.  

 

(Extract 10) 

You are treated very differently as a human being (3) in this part of the world. So for ex-

ample if you if you are European you get categorised as an A class citizen. If you are from 

the Subcontinent you are category C. If you are from Singapore Malaysia you are category 

B. And it is reflected in your salary as well. […] Very clearly if I ought to come here to errr 

the UAE from the UK as a European with a European sounding name I would be offered a 

package that is far higher. Than if I ought to come here with the name like mine. I mean it 

is clear there is no doubt. (M6) 

 

The interviewee positions himself in the ethnic minority group that is disadvantaged in the 

organisation context, and also in the current geographical location in more general, when 

compared to the Europeans. He is referring to the mere association with the name for eth-

nic minority background resulting in unequal treatment in the work context, such as differ-

ence in pay. It seems that the European subject position overcomes any other subject posi-

tions in the Differentiation discourse, including gender, when it is constructed in relation to 

wage differences. When speaking from the position of power, which in this context is con-

structed as European, the talk seems to neutralise the differences that the interviewees that 

are positioned as ethnic minorities are experiencing.  

 

Similarly to gender hierarchies, also ethnic hierarchies are created in talk through contra-

diction, where the Europeans are the ruling and the Sub-Continent ethnic minorities are the 

oppressed. At times, ethnicity intersects with gender, and creates new classifications and 
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hierarchies. In the extract below, ethnicity is combined with gender to describe the com-

plexity and troubled positioning between ethnic background and womanhood, where the 

ethnic minority women become the most disadvantaged group. 

 

(Extract 11 ) 

Ja mut se minkä mä Aasiassa huomasin on että se on aivan eri juttu et sä oot euroop-

palainen nainen. Kun jos sä olet niinkun paikallinen nainen sanotaan niinkun esimerkiksi 

vaikka Thaimaasta tai (.) jostakin Indonesiasta. Niin siinä on iso ero. Että tavallaan niinkun 

esimerkiksi Pakistanissa mä huomasin niin siellä niinkun ne business miehet niin ne ni-

inkun et kun sä olit niinkun eurooppalainen nainen niin sä olit vähän niinkun semmonen 

androgyn sä et niinkun et sä ollu oikeesti nainen. Niin et sulla oli niinkun eri kohtelu kun 

jos sä olisit ollu niinkun pakistanilainen nainen. […] Et sä et ollu niinkun sua ei niinkun ta-

vallaan sua ei koskenu ne samat (.) säännöt tai niinkun (2) et sua kohdeltiin erilailla sä olit 

tavallaan niinkun eurooppalainen mies. Eurooppalainen mies tai nainen on niinkun yks 

kategoria. Sit sulla on niinkun pakistanilaiset miehet ja sit sulla on pakistanilaiset naiset. Et 

se siinä oli niinkun et mä olin siinä mielessä tietysti etuoikeutettu et kun mä olin euroop-

palainen °selvästikin eurooppalainen°. (W4) 

 

(Extract 11 translated in English) 

And but what I noticed in Asia is that it is totally different thing if you are European wom-

an.  Than if you are like local woman let’s say for example like from Thailand or (.) some-

where from Indonesia. So there is a big difference. That like for example in Pakistan I no-

ticed that there like those business men so they that when you were like European Woman 

so then you were like androgen you were not like a real woman. So that you were treated 

differently than if you had been like Pakistani woman. […] So that you were not the you 

were kind of not (.) the same rules did not kind of apply to you  (2) so you were treated dif-

ferently you were kind of European man. European man and woman is kind of one catego-

ry. Then you have like Pakistani men and then you have Pakistani women. So that there I 

was in that point of view privileged that I was European °clearly European°. (W4) 

 

The interviewee positions herself as a European woman, which in the text belongs to the 

same social category with s European man. Being European is referred to as being one and 

the same social category especially, when compared to Pakistani men or women as ethnic 

minority groups. Being categorised as European is clearly presented as an advantage in a 

multinational business setting, when compared with other ethnic groups. In this context, 

ethnicity overcomes gender categorising, when speaking from the European female subject 
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position, where the interviewee positions herself against and above disadvantaged ethnic 

minority groups. Even if the interviewee constructs the intersectional categories of gender 

and ethnicity as distinct and separate, she brings Europeanness into one category when in 

the organisational hierarchy context, but keeps the aspect of gender in the ethnic minority 

categories as separate. This way, being European becomes constructed above the intersec-

tional ethnic minority positions in a multinational business context. In addition, the inter-

viewee constructs the intersectional ethnic minority subject positions as “local women” or 

“Pakistani women”, as a comparison with “those business men” when referring to Paki-

stani men. These constructions create positions for business men and European women in 

the multinational business rhetoric, while leaving the ethnic minority women as outsiders. 

Based on the research overall, ethnic minority women are suffering most from social isola-

tion, and holding less advantaged positions in the gendered and ethnicised occupational 

hierarchy. Pakistani and Bangladeshi women are the most affected in the political and so-

cial hierarchy. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, p. 40.)   

 

Social order in a work context is structured by constructions of gendered and ethnicised 

organisations. To support this, the practices in organisations are imposed by institutional-

ised patterns and social interaction imbued with domination and power. Within the occupa-

tional hierarchies, gender and race cut across similar situations, and intersect in patterns of 

disadvantage in relation to exclusion from organisational hierarchies (Webb, 2006, p. 142.) 

A workplace is structured by a division into women’s and men’s jobs, as well as by em-

ployment practices such as the wage scale. These bureaucratic work practices are support-

ed by the descriptions of desired characteristics that are associated with men employees 

over women employees, men’s jobs over women’s jobs, and masculinity over femininity in 

a work context. The end result is not only affecting personal gendering, but gendered 

workplaces and processes that preserve the often taken-for-granted wage inequalities and 

segregation of jobs in organisations. (Lorber, 2008, pp. 535-537.)  

 

The differences in jobs and pay are produced based on assumptions about the skills and 

ability related to gender and ethnicity. These essential and universal skills and preferences 

are at the root of the gendered distribution of work in the multinational technology compa-

ny, where male employees focus on the technology whereas female employees administer 

the technology work. Gender and ethnicity are reproduced in the daily social interaction 

and decision-making by the organisation hierarchy, in the form of restricted opportunities 
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for the disadvantaged groups in society. The inclusion and exclusion is justified in the rhe-

torical constructions that universalise the characteristic and differences of gender and dif-

ferent ethnic groups. As we have seen from the constructions, men in general and Europe-

an women are at the centre of the multinational business processes, whereas ethnic minori-

ty women are outsiders. When people use the Differentiation discourse in their talk, they 

can also be considered to sustain, reproduce and legitimise the gendered and ethnicised 

institutional processes. I will next be looking at the legitimisation practices referred to as 

Rationalisation discourses. 

 

 

8.2 Rationalization discourse 
 

The Differentiation discourse outlines essential gender and ethnic differences in character-

istics and behaviours, in a way that masculinity and Europeanness has a higher hierarchical 

value compared to femininity or ethnic minorities, in an organisational setting. In the Dif-

ferentiation discourse, the talk is constructing the present, in other words what is currently 

happening in the multinational technology company. The Rationalisation discourse is 

linked with the Differentiation discourse, as it moves from the individual level to the insti-

tutional and social structural levels, and thus works to naturalise and legitimise the high-

lighted inequalities related to gender and ethnicity in the workplace.  

 

8.2.1 Macro levels 
 

Social constructionism considers the relationship between the individual and society as 

problematic, as it is difficult to define as to what extent we are able to reconstruct our-

selves and our society. Macro social constructionism acknowledged that the constructive 

power of language derives from the social structures, social relations and institutionalised 

practices. (Burr, 2005, pp. 20-22.)  In this chapter, I will be looking at the various macro 

level constructions that the interviewees produce in their talk, and how these operate in 

creating, maintaining and reproducing the gendered and ethnicised work practices. 

 

When referring to the company’s diversity statistics, in the interview situation there were 

historical justifications given for why most employees are men and why most managers are 

European. In the quotation below, the interviewee legitimises the current gender imbalance 
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in the engineering company, by explaining that the technology industry is and has always 

been dominated by men.  

 
(Extract 12 ) 

 Kyl ne kertoo siellä taustalla olevien yritysten ja tän liiketoiminta-alueen niin tota noin 

historiaa. Että insinööri lähtöinen tota noin (2) ↑maailma- (3) Niin siellä on kumminkin (2) 

koulutetusta ja työntekijä potentiaalista on kuitenkin kans se noin 80% miehiä. Jos 

mennään kauemmas historiaan mennään vähän vanhempaan työntekijäpolveen niin siellä 

voi olla jopa enemmän sitä miespolvee niin (2) siis kyllähän se antaa tämmösen historial-

lisen lähtökohdan että tää jakauma on.  (M1) 

 

(Extract 12 translated in English) 

 Well they do tell about the history that is on the background of the companues and busi-

ness industry. That the baseline is Egineering kind of (2) ↑ world  So there is nevertheless 

(2) from the educated and worker potential is still that about 80% men. If w ego further 

away in the history a little bit older worker generation so then there can even more that 

mengeneration so (2) therefor it does give this kind of a historical baseline that this is the 

division. (M1) 

 

The Rationalisation discourse is used to explain specifically why there are so few women 

in the technology company. From the above quote, it seems that there is a historical link-

age of men and technology, which is missing for women, leaving them as outsiders in the 

technology industry. The interviewee rhetorically normalises the masculine industry by 

creating a macro version of its origin in terms of history, which is reflected on the present 

situation. This is outlining the focus that men were and will be the key subjects of the tech-

nology industry. There is no corresponding historical source for women’s relationship to 

technologies like there is for men.  

 

The equality imbalance, and any possible problems related to it, is played down by stating 

that women are not interested in studying technology, and thus there are less women avail-

able to work in the technology industry. Similarly, another interviewee also highlighted 

that “you have to consider diversity within the interested candidates available”, when dis-

cussing why there are more men in senior management than women. The inequality differ-

ence are thus neutralised for the availability and women not being interested in applying 

for the senior management positions. The above quote dismisses the idea that there would 
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be any gender inequality problems in the industry, and moves them to the domain of histo-

ry, as it always has been like that , as well as to the individual control of women, who are 

not interesteded in joining and participating in the technology industry. Here, men are posi-

tioned as active players in the technology industry, and women as passive.  

 

In the extracts below, the interviewees also construct the technology industry as masculine 

where femininity does not fit: 

 

(Extract 13) 

Hmmm ((laughing)) Ok twenty percent of employees are women? Err this is good. I mean 

it is not as good as it should be but it is good to start with = because our industry::: you 

know (2) is more dominated by (.) male. Especially the engineering field err our part of the 

world you know the Middle Eastern one is a bit more err (2) you know conservative in 

terms of having more females going into engineering jobs. (W1) 

 

(Extract 14) 

it's like an engineering company it's not like err (3) make up company or you know. And 

engineers it only reflects the err the school ratios also. […] If more girls were going into 

engineering school so maybe we would have more girls in company x. (W5) 

 

In the above quotations, the interviewees reproduce constructions of technology industry as 

being naturally masculine, and men being drawn into it starting from education. This fur-

ther justifies the gendered distribution of attendance in the industry. Women are outsiders 

to the masculine technology industry, and would be better suited to “a make-up company”, 

which is associated with feminine qualities. This constructs a disconnection between fe-

males and the technology industry, whereas for men, there is constructed a continuity 

through a natural interest towards technology industry. There is no corresponding source 

for women’s relationship with technology as there is for men.  

 

In the above quotations, the interviewees construct the gender imbalance in the industry as 

being natural, as it explained by culture or society and thus, it is unchangeable. This is cre-

ating subject positions from which the situation needs to be accepted, due to external im-

pact, which the subject cannot control as it is dictated by history, culture and society in 

more general. It is something that is permanent and cannot be changed. 



60 

 

 

In the extract number 13, the interviewee turns the originally presented poor statistics in a 

more positive light. In this way, she is downplaying the existing gender inequalities in the 

work context, and shifting the focus elsewhere. The above quote focuses on the idea that 

there exists no gender discrimination in the industry, but if there would be any gender im-

balances in the multinational technology company, this would result from the culture and 

society, which cannot be controlled. According to Acker (2006), the technology sector is 

described as a male-dominated environment, which is often characterised with meanings 

related to masculinity, including the engineering and technology business. These in turn 

provide normative assumptions of the gendered masculine worker. In addition, Powell, 

Bagilhole & Dainty (2009) argue that it is not only because the workforce is dominated by 

men, but also because the culture and the industry are extremely male, that the image of 

engineering and technology is historically masculine. This cultural image has helped to 

reproduce the assumption that engineering would not be suitable for women, and at the 

same time, has reinforced the masculinity of the technology industry. It has also been ar-

gued that the cultural image is the polarised characteristics that have been attached to gen-

der in the socialisation process. (Powell, Bagilhole & Dainty, 2009.) 

 

Macro level constructions are also related to ethnicised organisation practices. In the next 

quote, history is also used to explain the reasons why the majority of the managers of the 

multinational technology company are European: 

 

(Extract 15) 

Err plus the fact that (.) the business from a business life cycle the business grew first in 

Europe and a lot of those people have that experience and so they have also moved to a lot 

to the other regions. So you get a lot of European management. But I think that as the busi-

ness matures more like for example now in India and China and and also in Middle East 

Africa and the other places you will see that there will be a natural shift […] towards the 

developing countries. (M5) 

 

The interviewee uses the Rationalisation discourse to legitimise the imbalance of ethnicity 

in the management positions related to the history and industry, where the technology in-

dustry is very much linked with Europe and Europeans. In the previous quotations related 

to gender, history was seen to sustain the present and recreate the future. However, when 

talking about the inequalities in management related to ethnicity, the history is also seen to 
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reflect the present situation, but there are new opportunities emerging for the ethnic mi-

norities in the management in the future. These opportunities are associated with the de-

velopment of the technology business. This development of future is seen as “natural 

shift”; however, even if the geographical location of the technology industry would move, 

the industry as such will remain masculine. The progress of the business will advance the 

position of ethnic minority men but not women. The created subject positions in the multi-

national technology company will position ethnic minority men as future talents whereas 

the position of women in general remains still. 

 

The job content of engineering is linked with masculinity and not considered suitable for 

women. In the quote below, when discussing low statistics related to the female representa-

tion in the company, the interviewee highlights that engineering involves night shifts, 

which in some countries women are not allowed to do.  

 

(Extract 16 ) 

Some countries are more liberal than others for example  in ↑Oman we do have female en-

gineers who also do on call support go on site in the middle of the night .hhh while proba-

bly we won't have the same in other countries like in Saudi or probably in Qatar or Bah-

rain. (W1) 

 

There are limited opportunities that are particularly prevalent for women in the Middle 

East region, where the women’s rate of participation in the labour market is the lowest in 

the world. However, there has been tremendous increase in the women’s current labour 

participation in the Middle East region in the past decades. Between the period from 1960 

to 2000, the percentage of the female labour increased by 548% in the United Arab Emir-

ates and 668% in Bahrain. In 2005, the female participation rate in the labour market in the 

United Arab Emirates was 32.1%, in Bahrain 34,5% and in Oman 20.3%. It is argued, 

though, that the growth is mainly attributable to the feminisation of public employment, as 

the occupational structures remain strongly gendered, as majority of the women are em-

ployed in health, education and social care sectors. In some countries in the Middle East, 

women are banned from certain positions, including engineering in Saudi Arabia. The so-

cio-cultural norms dictate the gendered work practices and structures at the organisational 

level in many ways, and there is reluctance in the private sector institutions to employ 

women, partly due to these social norms. It is evident that women in the Middle East re-
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gion face social and organisational barriers in the labour market, due to cultural practices. 

However, this is not to suggest that the Muslim culture as such represents ethical value 

systems to undermine the equality between men and women, rather it is to highlight that 

the prevailing Muslim culture has been used to reinforce the patriarchal social and work 

systems that cause disadvantage to women compared with men. (Metcalfe, 2008.) 

 

As we saw in the Differentiation discourse, the characteristics linked with the forms of 

management and leadership in a multinational technology company were related to mascu-

linity, such as toughness and aggression. Masculine values are also embedded in the organ-

isational control and ownership arising from macro levels, including the socio-legal struc-

tures of the pre-industrial Europe that was in the hands of men. It is important to recognize 

that the development of the current technology industry and realities has thus been shaped 

by the experiences of men. It has been the men who have owned and controlled the tech-

nology organisations, and made their rules and their model of expected organisational be-

haviour visible in today’s organisations. A central feature in the development of the mod-

ern organisation seems to be contest for a monopolistic control over a particular market. 

Over time, control and dominance have also come to mark out the way the organisations 

are constructed and understood in relation to the domestic sphere of life. (Mills, 1993, p. 

135.) 

 

8.2.2 Public and private spheres 
 

For historical reasons, home and work in general are regarded as two separate spheres. 

Work has long been associated as the public territory, which is socially valued as waged 

labour and economic production. Home; however, is conceptualised as the private realm, 

which focuses on nurturing and biological production. It has been historically perceived 

that these two spheres are dichotomous, where men have been the wage earners in the pub-

lic territory, and women primarily responsible for the domestic responsibilities in the pri-

vate area, including looking after the home and raising children. (Halford & Leonard, 

2001, pp. 78-79.) In the extracts below, the interviewees are constructing the public and the 

private spheres by outlining that men are focusing on their careers, whereas women priori-

tise household work and looking after the family.  
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(Extract 17) 

it's still very much a society which is a where the men $ are concentrating more $ their ca-

reers. And I don't know if there is statistics on how many men are actually doing household 

work today. I mean ((laughing)) it is maybe ((laughing)) $ very small percentage actually 

$. […] And err when you work in this sort of stressed industry I think the stress levels 

needed and the amount of work hours which are needed are still pretty high. You know it is 

not a (.) it's not for example a eight to four or eight to five job that we do. So we are talking 

about errr much longer commitment for day and night work. And for women to be able to 

sustain that through their whole (.) through their complete life cycle of their career is is (.) 

is a bit difficult. (M5) 

 

(Extract 18) 

I have no ( ) basis on on but I expect that some women probably deprioritise their careers. 

My wife for example. To focus on other ↑important (2) things in the family life. Ermm so 

therefore that reduces the number of people that can float to the top. Ermm or maybe in the 

family the wife decides that she won't ↑push hard whereas the guy can work you know all 

nights and weekends on pushing the career. Whereas the needed stability at home or even 

if them the children just to have one person that is not completely manic ((laughing)) and 

the other one is. Ermm so and also I think about the work environment and how it is struc-

tured (2) for women professional women that (2) want to have a certain level of balance 

like (2) being able to drop the children off and pick them up and be there you know not 

have to work till six or seven o'clock and just go home and kiss their kids and put them into 

bed you know what I mean? (M2) 

 

The public and the private spheres are constructed as opposite and separate areas. In the 

first extract, the interviewee is emphasising that men are focusing on their careers, and in 

the next sentence he is comparing this with household work, which men are not attending 

to. In the second extract, the interviewee is outlining that women “deprioritise their ca-

reers”. The deprioritising is constructed as it being the women’s own decision to have a 

more balanced life in the private sphere, compared with the “manic” public sphere with 

long working hours. In this construction, women are positioned as agents acting of their 

free will not to participate in organisation life. However, at the same time women are posi-

tioned as submissive, as they do not “push hard” on their career advancement like men are 

doing. The business environment is constructed as a stressful work environment with long 

working hours. This image of international business environment is linked with masculine 
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values, whereas females are linked with the reproductive work in a private sphere. There is 

a complete separation of the public and private spheres, where work and home do not mix. 

One can only do one or the other, not both, and here, public is linked with masculinity and 

private with femininity. Looking after the children is a responsibility of women only, not 

the couple jointly. This construction helps to justify why there are so few women in the 

multinational technology industry, and even fever in management positions. The above 

quotes offer men with active and participative subject positions in the multinational com-

panies. Women’s positions are excluded from the public, and this exclusion is justified 

with their active position in the private sphere as a comparison. 

 

It is generally recognised that women carry more responsibility at home, and often this is 

turned around and used against them in work context. The values associated with the pri-

vate sphere are used to restrict women’s entry into the labour market. Even if the woman 

would be single or childless, she is still associated with the assumed private values and 

associated responsibilities rather than the public ones. For younger women, the common 

questions could be whether they would get married and have children soon, whereas older 

married women would be assessed in relation to their ability to arrange childcare or ability 

to travel or move with work. Accordingly, women are inevitably positioned and controlled 

in the work context, through the discourses about male in contrast to female and public in 

contrast to private spheres that do not necessarily have a relationship with the actual reality 

of the life situation of the individual. (Halford & Leonard, 2001, pp. 78-79.)  

 

In extract number 17, the interviewee is referring to the required unconditional commit-

ment to the work, related to day and night work and excessive working hours that women 

are not able to sustain through their lives. The perceived commitment of women in the la-

bour market is related to the possibility of their career patterns involving career breaks. 

The caring responsibilities linked with the domestic distribution of work tend not to fit the 

continuous hierarchical model of the career. This hierarchical meaning of career has been 

pervasive over time, and it is this type of a career that has been socially constructed to con-

vey power and status together with material rewards for those who achieve it. Those who 

do not, or cannot, pursue it are the ones marginalized or disempowered in the organisation-

al hierarchy. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, p. 55.)  
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(Extract 19) 

whenever we are discussing that we should employ some lady or another one. This always 

pumps up the question is she married? Does she have kids? Is she willing to fly? These so 

(.) again it comes to the criteria what you are expecting for the job. (3) It is not the person. 

So .hhh I think my personal interpretation to certain extent maybe because of the restriction 

if they able to fly frequently. This is a big demand in the organisation. Of the family com-

mitment and if they are willing to relocate or fly. (M4) 

 

In the interviewees talk, the demands of the public sphere overrule the demands of the pri-

vate sphere. Constructions of mobility, in other words the ability to relocate and fly, are 

closely linked with the international business discourse and masculinity. Women in general 

are excluded from the private sphere, as they are not seen as mobile, based on their as-

sumed responsibilities at home. This assumption might not have any link to the real situa-

tion of women, but are still working against women and their career advancement in inter-

national business environment.  

 

The public sphere is constructed around the image of a man, who is completely dedicated 

to work, having no responsibility for children or family demands, so that he can concen-

trate on earning a living. Long hours and high levels of stress in a fast-changing industry 

are incorporated into the image of the burdened multinational company worker. The com-

parison of the public and private spheres contains pre-emptive constructions, which makes 

it difficult to argue whether the distribution of work is unequal, let alone undesirable. In 

the public and private spheres, the distribution of women’s and men’s work becomes natu-

ralised and justified, based on gender. (Webb, 2006, pp. 140-141.) Women are associated 

with reproductive work in the private sphere whereas, men with reproductive work in pub-

lic sphere. There is a construction of an image, where masculinity is associated with dy-

namic orientation to career, as men are by nature more suitable for the demands of the mul-

tinational technology industry, due to characteristics such as mobility and aggressiveness. 

The construction of the female follows biology, where women are bringing up and sustain-

ing the family, which is affecting their career opportunities.  

 

Gender and ethnicity are important constructions determining the power differences within 

organisations. Organisations have historically been dominated by European men, with the 

consequences that women and people from different ethnic backgrounds have not made it 
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to an equal level compared with European men in the organisational power hierarchy. 

(Acker, 2006.) The Rationalisation discourse normalises masculinity in the technology 

industry context, and places it out of reach of any possibility for doing things differently. 

Here, masculinity and Europeanness becomes the norm and universal standard in the socie-

ty where femininity is an outsider compared with the established masculinity. Masculinity 

linked with technology is part of the big picture as it always has been like that throughout 

history, and is a part of the culture of society. The Rationalisation discourse works to sus-

tain gendered organisations in a multinational technology company, where women are pas-

sive outsiders and males active in the centre. The intersection of ethnicity with gender pro-

vides the ethnic minority men with an active subject position along with the future business 

development to new markets. A similar position is not offered for women in the text.  

 

In early modern organisations, sexuality was banished from the workplace in the process of 

differentiating home from the capitalist production (Acker, 1990). In the next chapter, I 

will be looking at the silence of sexuality in a multinational technology company con-

structed through the Neutralisation discourse. 

 

 

8.3 Neutralisation discourse 
 
Many men and women deny that gender plays a significant part in their experience or ca-

reer development in organisations (Halford & Leonard, 2001, p. 4). Acker and van Houten 

(1992) suggest that the suppression of sexuality in modern organisations may have a his-

torical background that follows the development of large male organisations, which are the 

primary locations of societal power. The gender-neutral idea of a worker is maintained in 

the bureaucratic practices of organisations, in which the suppression of knowledge about 

gender is highly embedded in the organisations’ managing and controlling processes. 

(Acker & van Houten, 1992, pp. 248-257.) 

 

8.3.1 Abstract manager 
 

The idea of the gender-neutrality of jobs and organisations is linked with the assumption 

that the employee is abstract and disembodied, although in reality, jobs and employees are 
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of course gendered and embodied. The abstract worker who is bodiless and occupies the 

gender-neutral job has no sexuality and no emotions. (Acker, 1990.) 

 

When the interviewee is asked directly, whether male and female managers are similar or 

different when managing workforce diversity in a multinational company context, the in-

terviewee constructs first a seemingly abstract manager where the differences are related to 

personality. It is then being suggested that the manager can ‘block’ his or her background, 

that would be present in a natural setting, to become a “task-focused” manager. The inter-

viewee suggests that by blocking the inherent background such as gender, education and 

culture, the individual can become an equal manager with other managers in the organisa-

tional setting. 

 

(Extract 20) 

Mutta mun mielestä ei se välttämättä oo kiinni siitä et mitä sukupuolta on et se on enemmä 

persoonallisuus kysymys. Mutta se että sillon kun sä oot oma ittes niin sillon se sun taustas 

oli se sitten sukupuoli, koulutus, kasvatus, kulttuuri niin ne tulee voimakkaasti esille. Sä 

voit sitten myös yhtälailla blokata sen et ne ei tuu esille niin sillon sä oot ihan täysin 

tasavertainen sellanen asiajohtaja = asiavetäjä. (M1) 

 

(Extract 20 translated in English) 

But in mu opinioni t is not necessarily related to what gender one is so that is more of a 

question of personality. But that when you are yourself so then your background whether it 

was then gender, education upbringing, culture then they come up strongly. You can then 

eqaully well block them so that they don’t come up so then you are totally equal kind of 

task manager = task leader. (M1) 

 

Task-focused is a characteristic that in general is associated with masculinity in an organi-

sational context. This way, the constructed abstract manager turns out to be a man, in spite 

of the initially presented gender-neutrality. The interviewee suggests that by suppressing 

theit background, including gender, all managers can become equal. As the abstract man-

ager is automatically male, it leaves females with the subject position from which they will 

need to try to reach to the same level with their male colleagues, by diminishing their gen-

der. According to Accer and van Houten (1992), the gender-neutral assumption of jobs is 

referring to the construction that the worker is universal. However, only male workers, not 

female, can meet the demands of the abstract worker that has no body, no feelings and no 
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gender (Acker & van Houten, 1992, pp. 248-257.) The absence of sexuality and emotional-

ity that follows the abstract worker, helps to reproduce the gendered organisations, where 

masculinity is valued over femininity. The concept of this universal worker by default ex-

cludes and marginalises women, who cannot achieve the characteristics of the ideal ab-

stract worker no matter how hard they would try, as it would mean becoming a man. (Ack-

er, 1990.) 

 

Despite the perception that people act in gender-neutral ways, men and women ‘do’ gender 

in social interaction. Gendered performance is pervasive, and usually taken for granted, as 

people bring their beliefs about gender unconsciously into the various social relations. Em-

ployees of a particular organisation may believe that by acting in a certain way, they are 

expressing their own personal taste or inclination. However, it is a skill acquired through 

the socialisation process to know and to adopt the appropriate organisational style and be-

haviour. (Powell, Bagilhole & Dainty, 2009.) It seems that there is silence about sexuality 

within the organisational practices, and the Neutralisation discourse reinforces the gender 

neutrality through the organisational logic. However, when the different ways in which 

gendered identities are reproduced in the organisational context are presented, it is revealed 

that men and masculinity appear to be privileged in the multinational technology company 

context. Thus, women managers are positioned in a male culture, where both men and 

women managers are socialised for certain roles, and in order to advance, managers need 

to develop male characteristics. (Metcalfe & Altman, 2001, 124-125.) 

 

When the interviewee is asked, if there had been any situation where she would have no-

ticed herself being specifically a female manager, the interviewee positions herself in the 

place of an abstract manager who can generate the most profit for the organisation. There 

is no place for the feminine gender in the multinational organisation manager, and the in-

terviewee is already accustomed to it as it has “always been like that”. 

 

(Extract 21) 

No nytkun mä olen kato nyt kun mä olen siihen niin tottunu niin enhän mä ees huomaa sitä 

enää. En mä huomaa et mä olen niinkun kun ethän sä siinä tilanteessa niin et sä ajettele sitä 

oot sä nainen vai mies vaan sä ajattelet niinkun et no mites nyt sais vähän niinkun et 

mikähän olis hyvä hinta nyt pyytää tästä näin tai mitenköhän mää nyt saisin sen tuotelinjan 

yhen kaverin tulemaan tänne näin neuvotteleen tätä. Se niinkun se ajatus on ihan muuta 
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ettet sä niinkun mieti sitä. Just kun siihen on niin tottunu et se on aina niin. (W4)  

 

(Extract 21 translated in English) 

Well when I have you see now when I have become so used to it so I don’t even notice it 

anymore. I don’t notice that I am like you don’t in that situation well you don’t think about 

it whether you are a woman or man but you think like well how could one what could be a 

good price to ask from this or how could I get that guy from the production line to come 

here to negotiate this. That kind of idea is totally something else so that you don’t kind of 

think about it. Just like you have become accustomed that it is always like that. (W4) 

 

The concept of the abstract worker, completely devoted to the work, facilitates the idea that 

organisation goals come before the reproductive needs of the individual and society. The 

gendered ideologies in the organisation reproduce social practices that locate the individual 

in a position where, through socialisation, he or she is expected to comply with the organi-

sational beliefs and ideologies. These prevailing ideologies are prioritising qualities includ-

ing efficiency, business performance and rational task-focused decision-making. Female 

managers have learned to navigate in organisations between the regimes of discipline and 

oppression, and to form their organisational identity based on the expected ideologies and 

beliefs. In most situations during the working life, the skilled socialised agent is able to 

function in the given domain. However, occasionally there are situations in which the indi-

vidual becomes aware of the assumptions and taken-for-granted beliefs. (Styhre & Zetter-

quist, 2008.) During the discussion with an interviewee regarding her experiences on the 

executive leadership team, she positions herself as marginalised and different from the 

remainder of the leadership team, whose members are all men. 

 

(Extract 22) 
I was in the Middle East and Africa management team and they were all the time talking 

about how diverse they are. (3) And there I was alone. The only woman in the room. And 

yes (.) yes there was one guy from Pakistan. And there is one guy from er:: (3) where ever 

he is from. But in general (.) not a diverse team. In general not a very diverse team. But 

they think they are. […] They don't have any understanding (.) of how it is to be alone be-

cause they have never been alone. EVER. Because they come the leaders come from nor-

mally come from an environment where they have been ↑groomed by other men. Where 

they have been (.) for them it's normal. (W6) 
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In contrast to the concept of abstract manager, in the above quote the interviewee con-

structs a male manager as a norm in the multinational company, and females as outsiders. 

The interviewee is comparing herself with the ethnic minority Pakistani man, and position-

ing herself in the undermined minority group as the only woman in the leadership team.  

 

She is also positioning herself separate from “them”, meaning men in the management 

team. Men are socialised by other men, and for this reason they are accustomed to the or-

ganisational culture, and are in an advantaged position compared to women. Men have a 

collective background in the organisational culture, which women do not have. This repro-

duces discourses of masculinity where men have a natural relation to the multinational 

organisation management, and discourses of femininity where women are outsiders. The 

sources of the gendered differences are found from the past and the society, as it has al-

ways been like that, and thus it is sustained as normal also in the present. Men are advan-

taged, as they have the support from the society and coaching from other men for the man-

agement role in a multinational company. Women do not have the same social network, 

but are left alone to swim the upstream. Masculine organisations have male-centred corpo-

rate culture, and following this, the hierarchical structures, values and goals are also mas-

culine, resulting from the historical background. Women who attempt to succeed in the 

masculine organisation often must yield to the common norm, which means to become a 

typical organisation man. However, even if women would advance in their career by sup-

pressing feminine qualities, they will face barriers and prejudice that are even more power-

ful at the higher executive managerial levels. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, p. 1993.) When 

climbing higher up the organisational ladder, women can become more aware of their dis-

advantaged position in the organisation, such as the interviewee in the above quote recog-

nising herself as being all alone as a female executive manager in the masculine organisa-

tional situation that she finds herself in. 

 

Another extreme to the counter-construct of an abstract worker is the indifference towards 

feminine leadership among women themselves. Women who are in managerial positions 

can feel threatened by the definition of feminine leadership, because they might fear that 

recognising the differences between the male and female managers, they as women will be 

categorised as female managers and thus lose their position in the organisation. Women 

who have adopted the masculine organisational culture and traditional leadership style, and 
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in the process, suppressed their own identity, define themselves as being different when 

compared to other women in the organisation, and do not want to lose the special status 

they have achieved along the process of socialisation. (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993.) 

 

Being different in a multinational technology company equals being female. In the quote 

below, the interviewee , similarly to the previous female executive manager, positions her-

self as being the only one in the technology industry, but contradictory to the previous ex-

ample, she constructs this as an advantage to her, as she is distinct from others by being 

female. The subject position created is privileged, with the gender as an asset in a multina-

tional technology company context.  

 

(Extract 23) 

mä en nyt muista että mä olisin ollu missään palaverissa jossa olis ollu yhtään ainutta 

naista muuta.  Ja mä oon aina ajatellu sitä näin että se on must niinkun tosi (.) iso etu mulle 

koska kaikki taatusti aina muistaa mut. Sekä asiakkaat että niinkun meidän omat ihmiset = 

kaikki aina muistaa W4:n. ((nauraa)) et kun mä oon se ainoo nainen siellä et siinä on must 

niinkun hirvee etu olla nainen. Nimenomaan niinkun tässä ympäristössä, tällä alalla ja 

täällä regioonassa. Oli se Aasiassa, mä oon ollu Aasiassa, °niin oli se vähän sama°. (W4) 

 

(Extract 23 translated in English) 

I don’t now remember that I would have been any meeting where there would have been 

any women other. And I have always thought that like this it is kind of very (.) big ad-

vantage to me because everyone will for sure always remember me. Both the customers as 

well as our own people = everyone will definitely always remember W4. ((laughing)) just 

like I am the only woman there so I think there is a very big advantage to be a woman. 

Specifically like in this environment, in this industry and here in the region. It was in Asia, 

I have been in Asia, °kind of same thing°. (W4) 

 

The socialisation views of organisations support the gender neutrality position where em-

ployees learn to adapt to follow the norms and standards of the organisation. Organisation-

al socialisation theory suggests that masculine hierarchical organisations are unlikely to 

promote those individuals who do not conform to the major norms of the organisation and 

behave as they are expected to in the business environment. (Bartol, Martin, & Kromkow-

ski, 2003.) 
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8.3.2 Selecting and promoting 
 

Most of the multinational companies have policies that follow the legislation of equal 

treatment in the recruitment and selection of its employees, and selection and promotion is 

to be done based on open advertising and assessed competencies. In general, it is defined 

unacceptable to specify preference for male, female, or ethnic origin, when advertising or 

selecting employees for positions or hiring through social networks. Recruitment or pro-

motion is a process where the most suited worker for the particular position is looked for. 

However, even if the procedures of organisational practices appear to be neutral, they have 

a different impact on both women and men and ethnic minorities in the organisation. While 

it is claimed that the best person for the job is being sought and selected, informal recruit-

ment happens nevertheless, and thus the process allows room for prejudices or stereotypes 

that the selecting managers might hold. The criteria of competence, as well as selecting the 

most suitable person for the position, involve personal judgement that does not always 

guarantee a neutral selection decisions. (Halford & Leonard, 2001, p. 51.) 

 

Power relations in organisations are central to the subordination of different groups. In the 

recruitment process the power relations focus on the forms of control that characterize the 

selection and promotion process, through practices including informality of recruitment 

channels, selection criteria, as well as different evaluation, as a part of the process. These 

are all standard practices of the selection and promotion processes in the organisation, and 

they are rarely questioned. (Bradley & Healy, 2008, pp. 50-51.) When being asked about 

the qualities of an ideal organisation, managers claim to look for an abstract worker as their 

team members.  

 

(Extract 24) 

I mean as a manager I build the best organisation that I am capable off. Of course maybe 

it's not the best for somebody else who comes in. But it's not that I shape up my organisa-

tion from a diversity perspective I just shape up my organisation who is the best person ° to 

do the job°. (M5) 

 

The subject position of the manager in the above quote is an active contributor to “build-

ing” the organisation, and who takes responsibility of his team structure. However, the 

subjective perception of the selection is acknowledged by the interviewee, as he recognises 
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that what he might considers being most beneficial for the organisation may not be for 

someone else.  

 

It is generally known in the organisations that it is not acceptable behaviour to hire people 

through personal social networks, and even if it happens, it happens elsewhere in the or-

ganisation, and not through one’s own actions, as we can see from the extract below. In 

addition to the social networks, the construction of availability is also used here to justify if 

there would be any questioning of the interviewees’ own equal selection and promotion 

decisions.  

  

 (Extract  25) 
en mä kans tätä pystyis niinkun hirveen hyvin allekirjottamaa et niinku parhaita ihmisiä (.) 

promotaan ja parhaita ja osaavimpia vaan kyllä se menee just sen kautta et kenet se pomo 

sattuu tuntemaan parhaiten sitten että. Et vaikka sitten ehkä ite pyrkii (.) olemaan semmo-

nen tasavertainen ja ja valitsemaan niistä (.) olemassa olevista vaihtoehdoista parhaan ma-

hollisen niin se ei kyllä aina sitten toteudu muualla että. Kyllä niin joo (3) mä luulen >että 

meidän firmassa on itseasiassa aika paljon tällästä mafiaa justiinsa että on< Pakistanin ma-

fia ja (2) ja ja ööö yritys B mafia ja on meillä varmaan sitten myös Suomi mafiakin ((nau-

raa)) mut suomalaiset on jotenkin niin rehellisiä mun mielestä ja silleen kuitenkin (.) ehkä 

(4) tämmösii epäpoliittisia näissä päätöksissään toivonmukaan sitten että. (W2) 

 

(Extract 25 translated in English) 

I couldn’t really well underwrite that like best people (.) are promoted and that best and the 

most competent but it does actually go like that who the boss happens to know best. That if 

you try to (.) be kind of equal and select from (.) the available options yourself the best 

possible then it doesn’t always happen elsewhere. Well yeah (3) I think >that in our com-

pany actually there are quite a lit this kind of mafia that< Pakistani mafia and (2) and and 

well company B mafia and then we might have also Finnish mafia ((laughing)) but Finns 

are kind of so honest in my opinion and like that (.) maybe (4) kind of nonpolitical in their 

decision making I hope that. (W2) 

 

To explain how the job segregation is reproduced and rationalised in the recruitment pro-

cess, the interviewee draws a professional subject position for himself, and emphasises that 

his own actions are based on the prevailing organisational processes of equal selection, 

whereas others’ may not be. Ethnicity is brought up in the context of selection process in 
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the organisation. Finnish managers in general are constructed as “honest” and “non-

political” in their decision-making, and thus positioned above the other ethnic managers in 

the organisational hierarchy. Interestingly, the word “mafia” is used in the multinational 

organisational context in the above extract, but also by the other interviewees when dis-

cussing business divisions of organisations and internal selection process. When another 

interviewee refers to the hiring process in logistics division, which is occupied by the “Pa-

kistani mafia”, it is clarified that the selection process happens like in mafia: “they haven’t 

even looked at the cv, nothing, so it's like a mafia”. It seems that the mafia discourse con-

structs an image where the organisational selection and promotion process is done based 

on in-group favouring.  Gender and ethnicity are an integral part of the worker, and thus of 

the perceptions and the manager’s subjective decision making. The gendered and ethni-

cised organisations are fuelled by unrecognized biases towards individuals similar to them-

selves. People tend to perceive those similar to themselves more favourably than others. 

Following this process, those who are more like the people with a dominant status in the 

organisations, who have the authority to make decisions, will benefit from these attribu-

tions. (Browne & Misra, 2003.) 

 

Research suggests that the visible patterns of occupational segregation in organisations, 

based on gender and ethnicity, demonstrate that the routine organisational practices of se-

lection and promotion are reproducing the organisational status hierarchy. These processes 

of division position men and women, as well as different ethnic groups, in relation to inter-

secting divisions of occupational hierarchies. Thus, hiring through social networks is one 

of the processes through which gender and ethnic inequalities are maintained in organisa-

tions. (Webb, 2006, pp. 136-138.)  

 

Gendered and ethnisiced organisational processes are often resources of control. Underly-

ing and connected to these organisational processes are the gendered structure and ar-

rangements of overall society. The apparent gender-neutrality that is prevalent in the eve-

ryday actions and managing in the organisations reproduce the gendered structures in the 

organisation, as well as within the society as such. (Acker & van Houten, 1992, pp. 248-

257.) The masculine organisational structures are often perceived as gender and ethnicity 

neutral as they are presented as being based on the considered fundamental attributes of the 

organisations (Sondhaus & Gallagher, 2001, p. 132). The idea of making neutrality in or-
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ganisations visible is to show the ways it produces inequalities in terms of access to power 

and opportunities in organisations. The areas that would need to be de-gendered or de-

ethnicised are the daily processes and actions that gender and ethnicity supports to allocate 

people and tasks in multinational organisations. The goal of the de-gendering or de-

ethnicising would be to eliminate allocation of jobs and occupations based on gender or 

ethnicity, and this would result in a reality where allocation that it would be done based on 

credentials and abilities. (Lorber, 2008, p. 540.) Currently, power relations in organisations 

are central to the subordination of different groups and the recruitment process that facili-

tates the selection and promotion in organisations (Bradley & Healy, 2008, pp. 50-51). As 

we have seen with the discourses of Differentiation, Rationalisation and Neutralisation, 

these power relations are exercised through management and control, and reflect the mas-

culine and European ideology and hierarchical identity of the organisations.  

 

 

 

 

9 CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER DISCUSSION 

The research focus of my thesis was to look at how managers of a multinational technolo-

gy company talk about diversity and diversity management in a work context. I took diver-

sity as the common vocabulary and looked at how it worked in different discursive con-

texts. In organisational theory, diversity is linked to terms such as workplace diversity, 

managing workplace diversity and equal employment opportunities. In my study, I was 

especially looking at the socially constructed categories of gender and ethnicity, and how 

they circulated in different discursive contexts related to diversity and diversity manage-

ment. I selected social constructionism as the theoretical framework for my thesis, and 

discourse analysis as the method for analysis. The interview data was analysed using Fou-

cauldian discourse analysis, in order to explore what kinds of implications the construc-

tions of diversity and diversity management may have on the social relations experienced 

in the workplace. I was looking at what kind of subject positions the discursive construc-

tions offer the participants, and how specific power relations are created, maintained and 

reproduced in managers’ talk in a multinational organisation context. 
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The constructions of the discourses were analysed in the light of the theories of gendered 

and ethnicised organisations as well as intersectionality, which provided a useful frame-

work to study the complexity and multiplicity of power relations related to gender and eth-

nicity in an organisational context. The findings of my research can be divided into three 

main discourses that were found in the data. Those are 1) ‘Differentiation’ where the con-

structions about gender and ethnicity were made by comparing and contrasting behaviour 

and characteristics of different social groups 2) ‘Rationalisation’ in which macro level rea-

sons and public and private level explanations were used to legitimise the gender and eth-

nicity gap and divisions in organisations and 3) ‘Neutralisation’ where the abstract worker 

and work practices were constructed by diminishing gender and ethnicity in the work con-

text.  

 

The main concept constructed around the categories of male and female, masculinity and 

femininity, as well as Europeans and ethnic minorities, was differentiation. When the man-

agers talked about gender and ethnicity in the workplace diversity context, the text was 

constructed around social categorising of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The highlighted differences be-

tween the social categories were presented in a bipolar set-up, where the characteristics and 

behaviour defining male and female, as well as employees with different ethnic back-

grounds, were different and opposite in nature. The ’Differentiation’ discourse was further 

organised so that masculinity and Europeans were of a higher hierarchical value, expressed 

via positive positioning and toned meanings for the associated characteristics and behav-

iour, when compared with those of femininity and employees with Sub-Continental back-

ground. Moreover, gender as well as ethnicity were constructed through universal defini-

tions that made the outlined differences appear natural in a work context. The constructions 

of gender and ethnicity were related to essential differences within the social categories, 

such as women being “emotional” whereas men are “aggressive”, or Finns being “honest” 

compared to other ethnic groups. Masculinity and Europeanness appeared to be the domi-

nating concepts in the ’Differentiation’ discourse, impacting the social structures and or-

ganisational practices in general. At times, ethnicity was a dominant form of positioning, 

where-as in other contexts and times, it was gender. An interesting addition to the research 

analysis was provided by intersectional categories of gender and ethnicity that were present 

at times, especially related to organisational power relations, where the ethnic minority 
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women were positioned as the most disadvantaged ones, and the European men as the most 

advantaged.  

 

As gender and ethnicity are socially and culturally constructed categories, they also have 

practical consequences for individuals in the organisation. According to Acker (2004), 

gender and ethnicity exists in and through language, and thus produces and reproduces 

specific positions, which are either oppressive or empowering. In the Rationalisation dis-

course, masculinity was deeply embedded in the history, culture and institutions, such as 

schooling and technology industry, which continue to construct the gendered and ethni-

cised organisational practices in today’s multinational technology company. The technolo-

gy industry was constructed as a masculine industry, where men had a natural historical 

connection with engineering. For women, there was no similar historical relationship with 

technology; however, through the socialisation process in society and in organisations in 

particular, women learn the expected behaviour in masculine organisational context. 

 

Ethnic differences also mediate the gendered organisations, where the history of the power 

in the European centres is still present in the organisational practices, with reproduced di-

visions of power with Europeans ruling in the top leadership positions. The inequalities in 

organisations, in terms of inclusion and exclusion related to gender and ethnicity, were 

being made legitimate through the managers’ arguments that naturalised the inequality. 

Most of the interviewed managers saw women better suited to child-care, whereas men 

were naturally suited to demanding careers in multinational business environment. The 

beliefs about the biological differences between genders and ethnic groups and the superi-

ority of masculinity and Europeanness seem to still legitimate inequality in organisations, 

and thus sustain better career opportunities for men than for women.  

 

Moreover, the interviewed managers were constructing an image of what Acker (2004) 

would describes as “hegemonic hypermasculinity”. This kind of masculinity appreared in 

the research data, where the required characteristics associated with the multinational tech-

nology company’s employees were aggressive, ruthless and competitive. These descrip-

tions were further supported with definitions of high market competition, with stressful 

demands of the multinational business environment that requires the employee to be com-

mitted day and night and be mobile when required. These beliefs in market competition 
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also naturalises the inequal division in organisations. At times, gender and ethnicity were 

open in the research data, like when talking about the distribution of work or pay gap. 

However, there were also occasions when gendered and ethnicised organisational process-

es were hidden, such as when discussing the selection decisions that appeared to have 

nothing to do with gender or ethnicity. The silence of sexuality or ethnicity in the organisa-

tions seems to be embedded in the organisations’ managing and controlling processes that 

help to create, sustain and reproduce masculine values in the organisation over feminine 

values. 

 

Contemporary discourses of gender serve both to maintain the boundaries and distinctions 

between men and women, and to keep women subordinated to men. They often naturalise 

or conceal unequal power relations and injustice. By calling attention to what is taken for 

granted, social constructionists can bring into view what has been unseen. By denaturalis-

ing what might have seemed natural and inevitable, social constructionists’ knowledge can 

make a space perhaps for social and political change. (Marecek, Crawford, & Popp, 2004, 

pp. 204-212.). When studying how gender and ethnicity operate in the organisations’ di-

versity rhetoric, to me Foucaldian discourse analysis provides a great frame for recognising 

how the social and organisational structures are constructed, and how the hierarchies of 

power position different people, and what are the implications of these to the lives of the 

people. It can be argued that the significant economic and workplace diversity gains cannot 

happen with the current approach to diversity management in the organisations. The social-

ly constructed approach can help to finding out how social practices and processes become 

embedded in organisations and management practices. The prevailing European masculine 

values embedded in multinational organisations should be made visible and changed in the 

development of the new organisational environment, to pave the way for successful diver-

sity management in organisations. Social constructionists argue that as gender and ethnici-

ty are socially produced, they can be altered, diminished, or even erased altogether. It is 

acknowledged that such change is not easy, because many of the assumptions of the social 

order are legitimated by the social and institutional practices including education and me-

dia, and enforced by social control. The strongest element in the reproduction of gendered 

and ethnicised practices is invisibility. The purpose for making gender, as well as ethnicity, 

visible is to reveal the how it produces inequalities and power resources. . (Lorber, 2008, 

pp. 532-440.) Especially in organisations degendering would be needed in the areas of cat-
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egorising people and allocating of tasks, and thus the distribution would happen on the 

basis of capabilities. 

 

The results of my study also offer some insight for the ongoing managing diversity versus 

equal opportunities discussion in the organisational research contexts. In general, diversity 

management is associated with good business sense rhetoric in multinational organisations 

in terms of economic value and wellbeing of employees (Ely & Thomas, 2001; Lujiters et 

al. 2006). However, with diversity management, there are particular challenges for the mi-

nority employees in the workplace, including women and ethnic minorities, as we have 

seen in the results of this research. When considering diversity and the implications of it 

for multinational companies and its members, it is important to understand the particular 

power relations related to history and social structures that serve to create, sustain and pro-

duce organisational practices in terms of gender and ethnicity. Moreover, it is valuable to 

understand what are the possible consequences of these power relations and hierarchical 

structures for the people in organisations. As presented in the research results, despite the 

emerging concept of diversity management, the notions of equal opportunities in the or-

ganisations are still prevalent. I would argue that the focus should be on challenging the 

structural problems and confronting the power relations in the organisations, before we can 

take full advantage of the diversity management initiatiaves in multinational companies. 

There is a concern within the current diversity management discourse that it will further 

privilege those individuals in the organisation who benefit from the war for talent in the 

business environment, including men in general, and the most vulnerable ones will remain 

to be left out including especially ethnic minority women (Bradley & Healy, 2008, pp. 86-

91). 

 

Recent organisational research has been criticised as the focus has been either on gender or 

ethnicity, as distinct and separate social categories. I have used intersectionality as a 

framework for analysing how diversity is presented in multinational technology organisa-

tion. I believe that this has provided further insight, and applicability of my research re-

sults, in terms of complexity and multiplicity of power relations in the organisations, and to 

show how different social and cultural structures that are embedded in the organisational 

structures and hierarchy become mobilised and used in different employment practices. I 

would propose that intersectionality as a theory and framework should be utilised even 
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more in future research, when looking at the organisational practices that create, sustain 

and reproduce inequalities. The intersectional approach may be a way forward to study 

why certain groups remain marginalised in the organisation context; where as other groups 

remain in positions of power. Looking at the intersections of gender and ethnicity can pro-

vide a fruitful perspective for understanding inequalities in the organisations; however, 

with the changing market conditions, it would be interesting to include various different 

ethnic groups in the study, to understand better the complexity of the workplace inequali-

ties related to intersectionality of gender and ethnicity. In the future it would also be inter-

esting to study and compare the research findings with other multinational companies’ con-

text, locations and even in other industries different from the technology industry, which is 

presented as masculine. Would the results of studies in different context provide similar or 

different findings to my research results? Also it would be interesting to study not only the 

managers’ construction of workplace diversity, but also to look into the accounts of work-

ers and their experiences of it. 

 

Constructionist research and interviews are dialogical performances where knowledge is 

constructed as a result of social meaning-making. During the interviews, the reality is con-

structed as an interactional event between the interviewer and the interviewee constructing 

knowledge together as a socially constructed character of the data. This needs to be 

acknowledged when analysing the data, as the interviews must be analysed in a cultural 

context. In constructionist research, rather than studying what the interviewees know about 

the topic or what kind of experiences they have had, the purpose is to engage in dialogue 

and actively contribute to knowledge production. (Burr, 2003, pp. 140-142.) Thus, mean-

ing or experience cannot be examined outside the socially constructed situation where the 

knowledge is being produced. As the knowledge is constructed in a specific historical and 

situational context, it is difficult to duplicate. All produced knowledge or interpretations of 

it are partial perceptions of the realities. Managerial meaning-making is related to the his-

torical, social and cultural contexts that they operate in. Managers draw upon the resources 

of the particular culture, society, industry, organisation, and hierarchy systems in which 

they are located. According to this, the generalizability of the research findings is signifi-

cant to be considered. The managers of my study engage in the systems and cultures 

around them in the Middle East and Africa and more particularly in Dubai. They operate in 

an expatriate society, in the technology industry and a masculine, hierarchical organisation. 
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These among other things provide them with resources for making meaning and deciding 

how to act in meaningful managerial ways. Understanding the findings in the data requires 

that the researcher use his or her own cultural background for the meaning-making in the 

research context in which the language is being used. (Koro-Ljungberg, 2008, pp. 430 -

432.)  

 

Constructionist research has been criticised for denying the existence of the actual prob-

lems, as how reality is presented is constructed in social interaction between individuals. 

The validity of the research is related to the accuracy of the generalisations that can be 

made from the research results, in other words whether the research study is conducted and 

the results presented so that it is valid. (Taylor, 2001b, p. 318). This will also apply to the 

validity of this particular research, which can be open to criticism, as this thesis is my ac-

count of how diversity is constructed in the language use of the multinational technology 

company’s managers. This is based on my interpretations of the collected materials, 

whereas other researchers looking at the same material could have found other accounts. 

The main criterion of validity in conducting discourse analytic research is to be as trans-

parent as possible. In my thesis, I have aimed for this transparency by explaining the steps 

taken for the data collection and analysis in the ‘Research design and data collection’ as 

well as ‘Data analysis’ sections. Also in the ‘Analysis’ section I have been specific about 

how I arrived at the selected discourses and presented many examples to support this. 

There is no one truth, but many representations of the truth, and this thesis presents one of 

them. Rather than measuring the validity, Willig (2008) emphasises that the Foucauldian 

discourse analysis should be evaluated by the quality of the produced accounts; this means 

whether the accounts produced are convincing, and generate new insights for the readers. 

(Willig, 2008, p. 156.) 

 

As a research method, discourse analysis produced interesting results, and I find it suitable 

for investigating research questions similar to mine. The results of this study offer some 

insight into how gender and ethnicity operate in the multinational organisation diversity 

rhetoric. When interpreting the research results; however, it is important to acknowledge 

that the prevailing worldviews are socially constructed and reproduced in the current his-

torical and cultural context. Following this notion, some of the discourses are privileged 

where-as others are marginalised, and this division will sustain the interests of particular 
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groups and not others. Language can be considered as being in an important role in the 

question of social change. By challenging the dominant discourses, new ways of seeing the 

world can emerge changing the position of the marginalised groups. (Burr, 2003, pp. 113-

121.) From this perspective, whilst the partial truths associated with gender and ethnicity 

may remain resilient over time, historical perspectives allow us to speculate about possible 

change. In my research data, masculine organisations were constructed, where males were 

traditionally positioned as active in the centre and women passive outsiders. Interestingly, 

with the emergence of intersectionality, there were signs of change for the self-positioning 

of ethnic minority men, as well as European women, within the diversity rhetoric in organ-

isational context. The emerging subject position for the ethnic minority men were placed in 

the new world economy context, in which markets and business are moving to developing 

countries. Ethnic minority men positioned themselves with managerial opportunities in this 

globalising world economy. European women positioned themselves with comparable lev-

els than European men or ethnic minority men in the multinational organisation context. 

However, similar shifting positions were not recognised for ethnic minority women, who 

continued to be positioned as outsiders in the multinational business environment. The full 

inclusion of ethnic minority men, as well as women, to the organisational spheres would 

help the multinational companies to enter the ‘access and legitimacy’ level of the diversity 

management in the multinational organisations. As highlighted by Ely and Thomas (2001), 

this diversity managment level is based on recognising diversity in organisations as a 

means to match the markets with the diversity of their own workforce. However, as we 

have seen from the research data analysis, there is still long way to go to reach the diversity 

management level of ‘intergroup and learning’, which provides the most competitive ad-

vantage for the organisations in terms of diversity management. Here, the progress of the 

organisation can be measured with the degree to which newly-represented groups have the 

power to change the organisation, and traditionally presented groups are willing to change. 

It will be interesting to follow whether there will be change in the future, with regard to the 

currently marginalised voices of women and ethnic minority men, along with the globalisa-

tion of multinational technology companies. 
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APPENDIX 1: EMAIL INVITATION 

To: Name and email address of the participant 

From: Maiju Karhu 

Subject: Managing diversity multinational organisation 

Date and time: 20.04.2010 at 10.00 – 11.00 

 

Dear, 

 

As a part of my MSc thesis in Helsinki University Social Psychology department I am 

conducting a study related to managing diversity in multinational organisation. I would 

like to hear your thoughts and experiences related to the research topic, and would appreci-

ate if you would have 45 – 60 mins interview discussion? 

 

Best Regards Maiju Karhu 

 



90 

 

APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Introduction: 
Thank you for taking the time to participate this interview. I am finalising my MSc Social 

Psychology degree in Helsinki University and part of my studies I am doing a theses on 

topic “Diversity and its management at workplace”. I am interviewing company x manag-

ers in Dubai to collect the data for my thesis.  

 

During our interview situation I would like to hear your opinion and experiences related to 

workplace diversity and its management. If possible you can use examples from real life 

when answering the questions. Even though I will be recording the interview and then I 

will transcript the text all the information shared during the discussion will be anonymous 

in my thesis. Also your personal details and the company details will be anonymous. The 

interview should take app. 45min – 1h.  Do you have any questions before we start? 

 

Opening question: 

1. Can you tell about your current position and career history in management?  

 

Workforce diversity theme: 

2. What does workforce diversity mean to you? 

3. In the company x it is stated that: Company x is committed to equalling of opportunities 

in all its employment practices, policies and procedures. No employee will receive less 

favourable treatment due to any reason whatsoever. Is this statement visible in the organi-

sation?  

4. In the Global Employee Engagement Survey 2009 company x employees responded 

that: I feel that management supports equal opportunities for all employees, favourable 

59.% (Middle East and Africa region 50.3% and unfavourable 36.3%). In my opinion 

company x does a good job at promoting the most competent people, favourable 44.5%. 

(Middle East and Africa region 42.1% and unfavourable 39%) What do you think about 

these responses? 

 5. In company x 20% of employees are women, 23% of the managers are women (from 

which 10% in executive roles) the average age is 37 and 69% of the managers are Europe-

an. What do you think about these figures?  
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7. What barriers there currently are at having a diverse workforce in place? 

8. What could company x do better to increase diversity in workplace? 

9. In company x Code of Conduct it is also stated that employees must respect and encour-

age the strength that comes from diversity. What could be the benefits of having workplace 

diversity?  

9.1 Could you give any concrete examples of these? 

10. What could be the disadvantages of diverse workforce? 

 10.1 Could you give any concrete examples of these?  

 

Managing workforce diversity theme: 

11. What is most challenging for you as a manager, managing a diverse team? 

11.1 Could you give any concrete examples / situations of these? 

12. What have you noticed works well as a “management approach” with diverse teams? 

13. What have you learned from managing diverse teams? 

14. In your opinion, what are the essential skills and competences associated with a suc-

cessful manager, managing a diverse team? 

16. How could company x support leaders in managing diverse teams? 

17. How could company x support leaders in managing diverse teams? 

18. In your opinion, how would an ideal organisation look like in future in terms of work-

force diversity and its management? 

 

Leadership and gender theme: 

6. What do you think are the reasons why women are underrepresented in management 

positions? 

15. Are women and men in management essentially different or essentially similar when 

managing diverse teams? 
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APPENDIX 3: TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS.  

Wetherell, M., Taylor, S., & Yates, S.J (2001). Discourse as Data, a Guide for Analysis 

° ° Degree signs are used to indicate that the talk they encompass is spoken no-

ticeably quieter than the surrounding talk. 

 

> < More than and less than signs indicate that the talk they encompass was 

produced noticeably quicker than the surrounding talk. 

 

[ ]  Square brackets between adjacent lines of concurrent speech indicate the 

onset and end of a spate of overlapping talk. 

 

= The equals sign indicates contiguous utterances. 

 

CAPITALS With the exception of proper nouns, capital letters indicate a section of 

speech noticeably louder than the onset surrounding it. 

 

↑ ↓ Pointed arrows indicate a marked falling or rising intonational shift. They 

are placed immediately before the onset of the shift. Higher pitch and fall in 

pitch. 

 

Under Underline fragments indicate speaker emphasis. 

 

? A question mark indicates a rising inflection. It does not necessarily indicate 

a question. 

 

, A comma indicates a continuing intonation 

 

. A full stop indicates a stopping fall in tone. It does not necessarily indicate 

the end of a sentence. Falling intonation. 

 

(guess) The words in a single bracket indicate the transcriber’s best guess at an un-

clear fragment. 
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( ) Empty parentheses indicate the presence of an unclear fragment on the tape. 

 

: Colons indicate that the speaker has stretched the preceding sound or a let-

ter. The more colons the greater the extent of the stretching. 

 

(( )) A description enclosed in a double bracket indicates a non-verbal activity, 

for example ((banging sound)). 

 

hh An h indicates an out-breath; the more h’s the longer the out breath. 

 

.hh  A dot before an h indicates speaker in-breath; the more h’s the longer the in-

breath. 

 

(.5)  The number in brackets indicates a time gap in seconds 

 

(.) A dot enclosed in a bracket indicates a pause in the talk of less than two 

seconds. 


