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Sammanfattning 
Attityder gentemot kvinnors i företagsledningar har under de senaste åren haft en positiv 
förändring. Trots det har människan länge förutsatt att högt positionerade ledare är män. 
Detta tyder på att kvinnor som strävar efter toppositioner möter hinder som försvårar de-
ras väg upp för karriärstegen. Med detta i åtanke är syftet med denna uppsats att skapa en 
förståelse för viktiga dimensioner som påverkar kvinnors strävan mot toppositioner.     
 
Som hermeneutiker var teorin utgångspunkten i vår forskningsansats. Efter genomförda in-
terjuver, som berikade oss med en djupare förståelse inom ämnet, återgick vi och utveckla-
de teorierna. Vi önskade att värdera attityder bland de intervjuade kvinnorna och valde där-
för en kvalitativ vetenskaplig forskning. Vi erhöll en djupare förståelse för hur kvinnor når 
toppositioner, eftersom vår forskningsansats tillät oss att komma nära de studerade kvin-
norna. Den empiriska informationen insamlades genom djupgående intervjuer med sex 
högt positionerade kvinnliga ledare. De utvalda respondenterna är i alfabetisk ordning: 
Amelia Adamo, Eivor Andersson, Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson, Lena Herrmann, Anitra Steen, and 
Meg Tivéus.  
 
De främsta teoretiska områdena, bidragande till att kvinnor når toppositioner är; självmed-
vetenhet, motivation, mentorskap, nätverk samt att ha en balans i livet. Hinder kvinnor 
möter längs vägen måste också övervägas för att få en helhetsförståelse för fenomenet; hur 
kvinnor når toppositioner. Den empiriska studien, framtagen via djupgående intervjuer 
med högt positionerade kvinnliga ledare, analyserades med hjälp av existerande teorier.    
 
Det är inte en enkel uppgift att förstå faktorerna bakom underrepresentationen av högt po-
sitionerade kvinnor i företagsledningarna. Vårt samhälle idag är väl utvecklat och gör det 
därför svårt att förstå svårigheterna för kvinnor att nå toppositioner. För att skapa en för-
ståelse måste vi kanske se bort från detaljerna och hindren och istället fokusera på kvinnor-
na som faktiskt har tagit sig den långa vägen till toppen. Detta leder oss till frågan; kvinna, 
hur kom du så här långt? Resultaten gjorde det möjligt att dra slutsatsen att de största hindren, 
när kvinnor strävar mot toppositioner, är interna faktorer inom kvinnorna själva. Kvinnor-
na måste våga tro på sig själva och utnyttja sina kunskaper och erfarenheter. Trots detta är 
kvinnorna inte isolerade individer. På grund av detta är inte personliga egenskaper tillräck-
ligt för att förklara fenomenet om kvinnors strävan mot toppositioner. Det sker även en 
stor inverkan på de potentiella kvinnorna genom exempelvis nätverk samt mentorer.  



 

 ii 

Master Thesis within Business Administration 

Title: Woman, How Did You Come This Far? 
A study of how women reach top positions. 

Author: Janhans, Louise 
 Johansson, Emmelie 

Tutor: Hall, Annika 

Date:  May 2006 

Subject terms: Management, Female Leadership, Work motivation, Work Encouragement 

Abstract 
Social attitudes towards women’s role in management have during the last decades had a 
positive change. However, people have for long assumed that a top executive is a man. 
This indicates that women striving for top positions often come across barriers that are 
blocking their attempts to climb the career ladder. With this in mind, the purpose of the 
thesis was to provide an understanding of important dimensions for women who strive for top positions. 
 
As hermeneutic researcher, we used theory as a starting point. After the interviews, which 
enabled us to get deeper into the subject, we were able to move back to the theory again. 
We wanted to rate attitudes, beliefs and motivations among the interviewed women, and 
therefore a qualitative research choice was made. We were then able to get a deeper under-
standing of how women reach top positions, since the method permits us to come close to 
the research subject. Data was collected through in-depth interviews with six top posi-
tioned female leaders. The respondents selected for this study were, in alphabetical order: 
Amelia Adamo, Eivor Andersson, Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson, Lena Herrmann, Anitra Steen, and 
Meg Tivéus.   

The major theoretical areas, which are touched upon, are factors contributing to women’s 
strive for top positions within organizations. Important topics are self-confidence, motiva-
tion, mentoring, networking, and balance in life. Barriers must also be considered as obsta-
cles coming across women’s way to top positions. The empirical data, received through the 
in-dept interviews with top positioned women, was analyzed with assistance of the theories.   

It is not a simple task to understand the underrepresented part of women on top positions 
in the business life. The society today is very well developed and it is hard to realize the dif-
ficulties for women to get to the top. To understand we might have to look away from the 
details and barriers and start looking at the how women who actually are in the top made it 
so far. This guides us to the question; woman, how did you come this far? The findings enabled 
us to conclude that the major barriers, when striving for top positions, are internal factors 
within the women themselves and if they want to become top executives. However, the 
women are not isolated individuals. Therefore, not only the personal characteristics are 
enough when striving for top positions. There are still huge influences from people around 
the potential women, like networks and mentors. 
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1 Introduction 
This chapter introduces the reader to concepts affecting women’s strive for top positions within organizations. 
It starts with the background, continues with a problem discussion and concludes with the purpose of the 
thesis. A disposition of the thesis was also designed to visualize the construction that can be expected.   

1.1 Background 

Many believe, according to Smith (2005) that reaching a top executive position can be the 
result of either luck or larcency. Someone gets a promotion, and people say ‘how lucky’, 
because they assume that this person works just as hard as anyone else. So what else could 
separate those who reach top positions from those who do not?  

Smith (2005) means that some people tend to point out that many high-performing execu-
tives’ careers seem relatively easy. One means that the executives have not done anything 
special to bring themselves up the corporate ladder. But the truth is that a person’s career is 
not the result of one critical lucky break, like an actress waiting tables when a star movie 
producer walks in. A career does not either fall into one’s hand, according to Gustafsson 
(2004), and it cannot be passed on from one’s parents. Instead, Smith (2005) claims, career 
is the results from a consistent series of opportunities and performances over time.  

A top executive position is, according to Smith (2005), a successful professional who have 
attained positions within executive management of their organizations. The person has 
documented and exceptional track record of success, stellar reputation, value in the mar-
ketplace, and impact on their organizations.  

People often assume that a top executive is a man, according to Arhén (2005). However, 
according to Wirth (2001), the social attitudes towards men’s and women’s roles has 
changed the last decades, and Hayward (2005) claims that it is now socially acceptable for 
women to make up for a large proportion of the world’s workforce. But regardless to the 
increase in the number of working women, White, Cox and Cooper (1997) say that many 
women are blocked in their attempts to gain access to higher occupational positions. Segal 
(2005) points out that there is still a long way to go, and particularly when it comes to find-
ing women at the highest levels of management.  

According to United Nations Development Program (2005), Sweden is the world’s third 
most gender equal country, which means that women in Sweden are taking an active part in 
the economic and political life. Despite this, Sweden ranks 39th place in the world when it 
comes to the number of female managers. In 2002 the Swedish Government wanted, ac-
cording to Wahl (2003), to investigate the current patterns regarding women, in leading po-
sitions within the business sector. The research meant to produce statistics on women and 
men in leading positions in different industries and different counties. 87 per cent of the 
678 organisations included in the survey had boards dominated by men, and 42 per cent of 
the organisations were made up exclusively of men. On average, women represent 17 per 
cent of the board members, while men represent 83 per cent. Wirth (2001) also claims, that 
women usually are placed in functions which are regarded as ‘non-strategic,’ for example 
human resources and administration, rather than in management jobs that lead to the top.  
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

There is a growing awareness that women face various forces that prevent them from being 
seen as leaders or as leadership candidates in significant roles, according to Still (1994). It 
has also been assumed, says Wirth (2001) that women could quickly move up the career 
ladder. However, this has been proven hard to achieve, especially on the top where male 
executives tends to perpetuate the glass ceiling. The term glass ceiling is, according to 
Burke and Vinnicombe (2005), used to describe the invisible but impermeable barriers that 
limit the career advancement of women. But what kind of barriers do women actually met 
on their way to the top? Wirth (2001) means that obstacles to women's progress into man-
agement derive from several sources: constraints are imposed upon them by society, by the 
family, by employers, and also by the women themselves.  

O’Connor (2001) continues the discussion, and says that the need to strive and reach the 
top, the prestige, respect, awe and power is more important for men than women. Women 
also obtain their overall life satisfaction from their contribution of many areas of their life, 
rather than mainly from their work. Many women may therefore be satisfied in their jobs 
without reaching senior management levels. But those who want to reach for the top, what 
should they have in mind?  

Toumi (2005) says that women should be taught that only the sky is the limit, and that they 
can achieve anything they put their minds to, instead of constantly being told that reaching 
the top is a distant dream, simply because they are female. He says that many companies 
would welcome the opportunity to meet females for more senior roles, but there are too 
few women to consider. But what can we learn from the women who already are there? 

1.3 Purpose  

The aim is to provide an understanding of dimensions important for women who strive for 
top executive positions. By this understanding the authors want to help and inspire women 
who want to become top executives. 
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1.4 Disposition of the Thesis 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 
Theoretical 
Framework 

This chapter introduces the reader to concepts affecting women’s 
strive for top positions within organizations. It starts with a 
background, continues with a problem discussion and concludes 
with the purpose of the thesis.   

Chapter 2 
Method 

Chapter 1 
Introduction 

This chapter creates an understanding of how the research was 
conducted. A short introduction is followed by the theoretical 
approach, research approach and applied methods. Data was 
collected through in-depth interviews with six top positioned 
women. The chapter concludes with a discussion about the 
trustworthiness of the thesis.  
 

This chapter describes the major theoretical areas, which were 
touched upon. The chapter starts with an introduction and 
continues with important aspects that women should consider 
when they strive for top executive positions.   
 

This chapter was outlined to present the six top positioned 
women, who enabled us to construct in-depth interviews about 
how women reach top positions. The respondents of this study 
were, in alphabetic order, Amelia Adamo, Eivor Andersson, 
Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson, Lena Herrmann, Anitra Steen, 
and Meg Tivéus.   
 

Chapter 4 
The Story of the 

Respondents 

Chapter 5 
How Did They 
Come This Far? 

This chapter was outlined in logical order, after the theoretical 
framework that we chose for deeper studies. It begins with an 
introduction, and follows by the important topics; barriers, self-
confidence, motivation, mentoring, networking and balance in 
life. The chapter concludes with some final advices.   
 

Chapter 6 
Analysis 

Chapter 7 
Conclusion 

This chapter is aiming at a deeper understanding of how women 
have reached top executive positions. The empirical findings were 
analyzed with assistance of the theories, presented in the frame of 
references.  The chapter ends with a discussion about the 
theoretical contribution we believe we have given the field of 
knowledge.  
 

This chapter provides the reader with conclusions drawn from the 
analysis and the theoretical contribution. Furthermore, some 
recommendations were given for future research..    
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2 Method 
This chapter creates an understanding of how the research was conducted. A short introduction is followed 
by the theoretical approach, research approach and applied methods. Data was collected through in-depth in-
terviews with six top positioned women. The chapter concludes with a discussion about the trustworthiness of 
the thesis.  

2.1 Introduction 
The term methodology refers, according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984), to the way in which 
the researcher approaches problems and seeks answers. In the social sciences, the term ap-
plies to how one conducts research. A person’s assumption, interest, and purposes shape 
which method we choose.  

2.2 Theoretical Approach 
According to Ritchie and Lewis 
(2003), we all have our own percep-
tion of the world that surrounds us. 
Our different backgrounds, intelli-
gences and experiences shape our 
perception, and the reality is therefore 
what we understand it to be. Ander-
sen (1990) means that people always 
will be affiliated with a set of basic as-
sumptions about things in the envi-
ronment. These particular assump-
tions, about what is right and wrong 

in different situations, are called paradigms. Since a researcher’s work often is judged in a 
paradigm perspective, the paradigms are very important in the scientific world.  

In accordance with Patton (1990), Andersen (1990) says there are generally two methodo-
logical paradigms that are accepted in the world of science; positivism and hermeneutic. 
This can also be seen in Figure 1. According to Wallén (1996), positivism refers to the re-
searcher’s task to collect and organize data. Characteristic of the positivistic research 
method is that the researcher proceeds from a basic idea, which he or she might have got 
through own experiences or from other researchers. The researcher then poses one or sev-
eral hypotheses, which are empirically tested. If the hypotheses are successful, theories are 
built upon them.  

The second paradigm, hermeneutic, is according to Andersen (1990) and Wallén (1996), 
usually described as the ‘science of interpretation’. It is further explained by Patton (1990), 
as a term referring to a Greek technique for interpreting legends, stories and other texts. 
This means, says Wallén (1996) that everything has to be taken into consideration by the 
researcher. Furthermore, Patton (1990) continues to say that, hermeneutic people mean it 
is not possible to examine human life or for that matter, human behavior, with the sole 
help of exact and objective data. To truly be able to grasp the complexity of a human being 
it becomes necessary to take such things as motivation, actions, thoughts, inspiration and 
motives into account. 

 

 

 

Theoretical 
Approach 

 

Research 
Approach 

Applied Method 

Hermeneutic 
Approach 

Quantitative 
Approach 

Positivistic 
Approach 

Qualitative 
Approach 

Figure 1 Hermeneutic Approach 
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It is easy to understand the advantage in drawing conclusions on the basis of large amounts 
of data. However, there was a wish to do fewer interviews, and follow the hermeneutic ap-
proach, in order to get deeper into the subject; how women reach top positions. Wallén 
(1996) also points out that the most common criticism against positivism is that it sees the 
human as an objective, a thing. This means it is easy to loose the consistency and overall 
picture of the work. Feelings and expressions have been included in the study, and we 
therefore see ourselves as hermeneutic researchers. The hermeneutic ideal also appears use-
ful since it is difficult to conduct research without being colored by a certain degree of sub-
jectivity.  

Svensson and Starrin (1994) points out that the hermeneutic approach is often illustrated 
by the hermeneutic circle (Figure 2). The hermeneutic cir-
cle means, according to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000), 
that the parts can only be understood from the whole and the whole 
only from the parts (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p. 53). The 
assumption is, say Svensson and Starrin (1994), that each 
question involves both what the questions refer to, and 
what the questions aim to search for. Through tentative 
formulations, we strived to obtain an understanding of 
how women reach top positions and therefore developed 
the method gradually with respect to the information we 
obtained. This is in accordance with Alvesson and Sköld-
berg (2000), who say that the researcher begins in some 
parts and tries to relate it to the whole, and from there 
one return to the parts studied, and so on. This is also 
claimed by Svensson and Starrin (1994), who mean that 
when the process progresses the researcher hover back 

and forth between the part and the whole. This is made until he or she identifies the inter-
pretation of the phenomenon that, with respect to the knowledge is obtained, seems most 
reasonable or accurate. The knowledge we acquired before conducting the interviews also 
made us more aware of how women reach top positions. In other words, it was also prepa-
rations before facing the reality. This means that we as hermeneutic researcher, in accor-
dance with Wallén (1996), uses  the theory as a starting point, and are then able to move 
back to the theory again after interviews are conducted for the empirical findings.  

2.3 Research Approach 
Walliman (2001) says that the type of 
data that you find depends on what 
type of data you are looking for, and 
also on the method that is used to 
collect them. One way that broadly 
distinguishes different research ap-
proaches is by looking at what way 
the information is collected. When 
counting and assessing numbers, a 
quantitative research is used, and 
when measuring and evaluating quali-
ties a qualitative research is used (Fig-

ure 3).  

      Whole 

          Part 

Figure 2 The Hermeneutic Circle  
(Own revision, Alvesson & 
Sköldberg,  2000)                        

 

 
Figure 3 Qualitative Approach 
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Quantitative measures are according to Patton (1990) systematic, standardized, and easily 
presented in short space. In contrast are the qualitative findings longer, more detailed, and 
more difficult to analyze, since the responses are neither systematic nor standardized. 

Qualitative research is, on the other hand, according to Walliman (2001), used to rate atti-
tudes, beliefs and motivations within a subject and is often reliable data. With this method 
we wanted to obtain an inside view of the how women reach top positions. To be able to 
in focus study the individuals, their lives, and their opinions of the subject the qualitative 
research approach was the suitable method. The choice to make interpretations from peo-
ple’s way of talking and acting together with the eager to discern different line of action or 
behaviours, qualifies for a qualitative research approach. We were then able to get a deeper 
understanding of how women reach top positions, since the method permits us to come 
close to the research subject.       

Qualitative methods are, according to Patton (1990), oriented towards exploration and dis-
covery. An approach like that is inductive to the extent that the researcher attempts to 
make sense of the situation without imposing pre-existing expectations on the subject. 
Ritchie and Lewis (2003) mean that a qualitative research is often viewed as inductive, but 
both deduction and induction can be involved at different stages of the research process. 
Induction can easily, according to Walliman (2001), be explained as a ‘research then theory 
approach’ and deduction as a ‘theory then research’ approach. Induction, further looks for 
pattern and associations derived from observations, and deduction generates propositions 
and hypotheses theoretically through a logically derived process. Patton (1990) further 
mentions that an inductive analysis begins with exploring genuinely open questions rather 
than testing theoretically derived hypothesis, as in a deductive analysis. The research in this 
study has not followed a clear inductive or deductive approach, rather a combination. The 
study leans to a deductive approach but no to the extreme. The aim was to let the respon-
dents speak free and openly about how they have reached top positions. The aim was not 
to intervene with existing theories since the authors did not want to influence the respon-
dents’ answers. However, since most of the theory was done before the research it can be 
said that it was more a deductive than an inductive study.  

Instead, an abductive method has been used. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) explain the 
abductive method as a combination of the deductive and inductive methods. In this way 
we were conducting the research with an open mind and with some prior knowledge within 
the field. There were also an ability to do theory and then research, but also jump back to 
the theory after the research was conducted. 

2.4 Applied Method 
A good qualitative research is, accord-
ing to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), one 
that has a clearly defined purpose, in 
which there is coherence between the 
research questions and the methods 
that are chosen. The research ques-
tions need to meet a number of re-
quirements; be clear, feasible, focused, 
but not to narrow, relevant and use-
ful, capable of being researched, and 
of interest to the researcher. As seen 

in Figure 4, we will now present the applied method that was used throughout the thesis.  

 
Figure 4 Applied Method 
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2.4.1 Selecting the Respondents 
According to Patton (1990) and Ritchie and Lewis (2003), qualitative methods typically fo-
cuses on small samples. A purposeful sampling method was used in order to find an accu-
rate sample size that could fulfill the aim of the thesis; to understand how top executive 
women have reached their positions. Patton (1990) means that a purposeful sampling 
method is used to select information-rich cases for in depth studies. Information-rich cases 
are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the 
purpose of the research. It is also therefore the sampling method is called purposeful sam-
pling. As the purpose tells us, it was important to find women in top executive positions. 
These thoughts are in accordance with Taylor and Bogdan (1984), who mean the re-
searcher may look for particular types of persons, who have certain experiences.   

Patton (1990) points out that there are no rules for sample size in qualitative methods. He 
claims that the sample size depends on what the researcher want to know, and the purpose 
of the interview; what is useful, what will have credibility, and what can be done with avail-
able time and resources.  

In order with the aim, to understand how women have reached top positions, some criteria 
were set; 

1. The respondent had to be a woman in a top position. 

2. The respondents had to provide a base in different industries. 

It was important to find women in different industries and branches in order to get a trust-
ful discussion. Women within the same industries may have a greater likeliness to respond 
similar, and in order to get a wider perspective it was important to reach women from dif-
ferent industries. 

Taylor and Bogdan (1984) points out that it is difficult to determine how many people to 
interview within a qualitative study. We felt that the actual number was relatively unimpor-
tant. It was more important that each respondent were able to add something to the find-
ings, and develop our insight of how women reach top positions. According to Taylor and 
Bogdan (1984), the researchers should question if they have covered the full perspective, 
and if additional respondent would yield any genuinely new insights. We believed that if we 
found women who followed our criteria, six respondents would be a reliable source. Inter-
views can also be very time consuming and comprehensive, according to Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (2000). That was another reason for restricting the number of interviews to six. 
If there would have been a too large sample size, the material would easily get too hard to 
handle. It would not only have been time consuming, but it could also have been difficult 
to find similarities and draw conclusions of the findings. We believed that few well done in-
terviews often are more valuable than a larger sample size, which is less well done. There-
fore the respondents were limited to a number of six, and this was believed to give us 
enough data to create an interesting analysis and conclusion.   

Before deciding who to interview, a research was done in order to get an understanding of 
which women that would be meaningful to meet. From the research, an understanding was 
given to which women that fulfilled out criteria, and which were appropriate to contact. A 
listing from the leading business magazine in Sweden (Veckans Affärer, 2006), Veckans Af-
färer, was also taken into account. Each year the magazine give out a list of 125 most pow-
erful women within the business industry, and during our research, we have found that this 
listing often is referred to within media.  
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The respondents selected for this study were in alphabetical order: Amelia Adamo (Amelia 
Publishing Group), Eivor Andersson (My Travel), Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson (Skandiabanken), 
Lena Herrmann (Dagens Nyheter), Anitra Steen (Systembolaget), and Meg Tivéus (Former ex-
ecutive at Svenska Spel).   

The respondents are presented more deeply in chapter 4.  

2.4.2 Data Collection 
Since the purpose of the thesis was to provide an understanding of dimensions important 
for women who strive for top executive positions, there was a need for information, which 
can be obtained by collecting primary and/or secondary data. Primary data are, according 
to Patton (1990), such data which are collected by the researcher him/herself. Secondary 
data, on the other hand, is data that already has been collected by someone else, for exam-
ple documents or scientific articles. It takes more time to collect primary data and as it is 
more expensive than secondary data, the researcher should consider the need for primary 
data. The researcher should also have in mind that secondary data can give just as much in-
formation as primary data. In this thesis information was primarily received from primary 
data. It was a need to collect primary data since there was not much already written con-
cerning how women reach top positions.  

The question was then, how to gather primary data in order to best find out how women 
reach top positions. Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) point out that telephone interviews 
could be an alternative. The advantage is that it is relatively inexpensive, and the researcher 
can reach a larger number of respondents in a shorter period of time. This, since the inter-
viewers do not need to be where the respondents are located in order to conduct the inter-
views. However, it was a wish to observe the respondent’s reactions and this would have 
been impossible in telephone interviews. This is a disadvantage with this kind of interviews, 
Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) say, and claim that it is also harder to obtain trust. It was 
also a belief that it would have been more difficult to make the interviews extensive. In-
stead we decided that personal interviews should be the source of primary data. According 
to Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995), the personal interview allows the researcher to develop a 
conversation with the respondent. This is particular suitable when the researchers have an 
area of interest rather than specific questions.   

2.4.3 Interviews 
In accordance with the aim, to understand how top executive women have reached their 
positions, it was appropriate to conduct in-depth interviews. In-depth interviews provide, 
according to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), an opportunity for detailed investigation of each 
person’s personal perspective. Taylor and Bogdan (1984), explain in-depth interviews as; 

 

...repeated face-to-face encounters between the researcher and informants directed towards understanding in-
formant’s perspective on their lives, experiences, or situations as expresses in their own words.  

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, p. 77) 

 

In-depth interviews are, according to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), one of the main methods 
of data collection used in qualitative research. To focus on the individual throughout the 
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interview, helped us to find each woman’s personal view on how she has reached a top po-
sition. It also created an interesting discussion where there was an ability catch the unique-
ness of each respondent. 

In an in-depth interview, the interviewer tries to establish an understanding of the respon-
dents in the beginning of the session, according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984). In order to 
do this, questions about the women were asked in the beginning (Appendix 1). As the in-
terview came along, the discussion became more and more focused on the research inter-
est, and questions like “What should women do in order to reach a top position?” were 
asked. In order to get rewarding interviews were all respondents researched before the ses-
sions. Since all of the women are public persons was it easy to find information about them 
and their background in books, articles and on the internet. This made the interviews re-
warding, since we did not need to spend too much time finding out who they are. Instead 
we were able to get quicker into a discussion that was rewarding for the purpose of the the-
sis.  

No interview questions were revealed on forehand. The respondents were only aware of 
the subject that was going to be discussed; how women can reach top positions. An inter-
view guide was then developed. Patton (1990) says that an interview guide is a list of ques-
tions or issues that are to be explored in the course of the interview. We wanted to prepare 
an interview guide before the interviews in order to make sure that basically the same in-
formation were obtained from the different respondents. The interview guide provides top-
ics or subject areas within the area which, according to Patton (1990), the interviewer is 
free to explore, probe, and ask questions. Thus the interviewer remains free to build a con-
versation within a particular subject area, to work question spontaneously, and to establish 
a conversational style, but with the focus on particular subject that has been predetermined. 
The interview guide also helps the interviewer to make sure that the authors have carefully 
decided how best use the limited time available in an interview situation.  

One could say that the interviews were structured to some extent, since the same questions 
were used, meaning that all meetings were covering the same topics of discussion. How-
ever, some of the respondents dealt with topics before questions even were asked, which of 
course changed the order of discussion. To receive comprehensive answers or to make sure 
the interviewers understood the respondents right, questions like “we interpret your answer 
like this… is that correct?” were asked. We used the opportunity to ask open-ended ques-
tions but also unplanned questions as consequences of the respondents’ answers. This way 
prevented simple “yes” or “no” answers from the respondents. Using this kind of method 
also clarifications and reformulations could be done when needed during the time of the 
interviews. The less structured interview guide gave the opportunity to better follow the 
discussion with the respondent.  

According to Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) one should think about how one place the 
questions. The first questions should maintain the respondents’ interest and make the re-
sponding easy. That is why question about the respondents’ backgrounds was asked in the 
beginning (Appendix 1). This was thought as a perfect warm up question. It was also a way 
to confirm if our previous research about the respondent was right. Frey and Mertens Oi-
shi (1995) continue and say, that when the questions flow logically from the introduction 
respondents are drawn into the interview rather than being distracted by questions. The 
first questions also sets the tone for the rest of the interview, and it should be easy to un-
derstand and no threatening.  
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2.4.4 Conducting the Interviews 
An important issue was the women’s willingness and their ability to talk freely about their 
experiences, and feelings. It is important, according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984), to take 
this into consideration before conduction the interviews. In order to do so the interview 
subject was revealed on forehand. The first contact with the respondents or their secretar-
ies was taken on the telephone. It was then followed up by an e-mail, telling the respon-
dents more about the subject, and the purpose of the interview. The e-mail also included a 
small presentation about us; who we were, and where we came from. Amelia Adamo, Eivor 
Andersson, and Meg Tivéus were contacted directly, and we came in contact with them by 
calling to their respective companies. The interviews with Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson, 
Lena Herrmann, and Anitra Steen were booked through their secretaries. However, the 
first contact with them was also taken via the telephone.  

All interviews were conducted in Swedish, and recorded on tape, assuring that no informa-
tion was lost. A tape recorder allows, according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984), the inter-
viewer to capture much more than he or she could when relying on only memory. During 
the interview notes were also taken in addition, in order to secure that all information was 
collected. By taking notes, it was possible to note facial expressions, and other movements 
that could not have been caught on tape. This is important, according to Taylor and Bog-
dan (1984), since taking notes of nonverbal expressions helps to understand the meaning of 
a person’s words.  

However, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) point out that one should not tape the interview if it 
makes the respondents uncomfortable. All respondents were therefore asked if they mind 
us taping the interviews, but none of the women felt that it was inconvenient. The re-
corded information was transcribed word by word, first to Swedish, and thereafter to Eng-
lish. The text was thereafter revised into themes in the empirical framework. The transla-
tion process was very carefully done, in order to not change the meaning of the initial re-
sponses, which could have lead to false interpretations and results. We are aware of that 
there are certain risks involved in the translating process, and that some expressions may be 
hard to translate. Nevertheless, we are confidant that our knowledge of the English lan-
guage is sufficient and that sources of error are kept to a minimum. 

Taylor and Bogdan (1984) points out that many people may wonder what the researcher 
hope to get out of the project. Some respondents may even fear that the final product will 
be used to their disadvantage. The women who where interviewed are public persons, and 
some of them are constantly seen in the media. We therefore felt that it was of extra impor-
tance to retell the women’s answers in the best way. They were also offered to read through 
the findings for the purpose of checking. In order to offer the respondents the opportunity 
to read through, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) mean, that it is one way of gaining the respon-
dents trust. Only one, Meg Tivéus wished to do this, but she wanted nothing to be 
changed. According to Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) the interviewer need to understand 
their ethical responsibility in order to maintain the confidentiality of the people inter-
viewed, and therefore all respondents were offered anonymity. Nevertheless, all of them 
turned it down. But, all of them were very engaged in the topic, and wished to read the fi-
nal work. This was sent to the respondents when the thesis was finished.  

During the interviews the importance of being two of us became apparent. While one 
asked questions, the other person was able to take notes and prepare follow-up questions. 
The person who were the head interviewer were able at all time keep the focus on the re-
spondent. In order to keep eye contact and show awareness, it was easier to establish a 
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friendly attitude. Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) means that it is important do so, in order 
to get the respondent to open up, and respond openly to the questions that are asked.  

Taylor and Bogdan (1984) mean that the frequency and length of the interviews will de-
pends on the interviewers’ and the respondents’ schedules. Since the women had booked 
time schedule it was a need to book the interviews a while in advance. Therefore most of 
the interviews were booked around two months before they were conducted. In accor-
dance with Patton (1990), we were aware of that, in many cases, it is only possible to inter-
view the participants for a limited time. All interviews took about 60 minutes, and this was 
enough in order to ask everything that was of concern. This amount of time is not un-
common for an interview, according to Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995).  

According to Taylor and Bogdan (1984), the interviewer should try to find a private place 
with the respondents, where they can talk without interruption and where the respondents 
feel relaxed. Eivor Andersson, Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson, Lena Herrmann and Anitra 
Steen were interviewed at their respective companies’ headquarters, and Meg Tivéus in her 
home. This is a good choice, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) means, since people usually feel 
most comfortable in their offices or homes. Amelia Adamo was interviews in a restaurant 
at the top floor in DN Skrapan1. It was not a public restaurant, and at the time being were 
we the only one present in the room. This is also in accordance with Taylor and Bogdan 
(1984) who say that nothing prevents the researcher from setting up an interview in public 
restaurant or bar as long as privacy is assured. When and where the interviews were hold 
can also be seen in Appendix 2. 

Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) points out the importance of thanking the respondents and 
reinforce the important role they have played by participating in the interview. This was 
done after the interviews, and some time afterwards were cards sent to all the respondents 
by mail, thanking them for participating in the interviews.   

2.5 Trustworthiness 
In order to accomplish quality and achieve trustworthy results in research it is, according to 
Silverman (2001) and Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000), necessary to achieve a high degree of 
validity and reliability. However, Svensson and Starrin (1996) points out that the terms va-
lidity and reliability often are referred to quantitative methods. Some researchers claim that 
the terms cannot be used within qualitative methods, while others claim they can. We have 
chosen to use the term validity as a help to understand the trustworthiness, and to, in ac-
cordance with Svensson and Starrin (1996), understand if we have done a reasonable inter-
pretations. Also Silverman (2001), Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) and Andersen (1994) 
claim that this is the way to do it.   

However, Svensson and Starrin (1996) point out that the term validity often have different 
meanings depending on whether the research is of a quantitative or qualitative nature. In 
qualitative research approaches, the validity generally refers to the quality of the entire re-
search process and that the studied objects are similar to reality. A good qualitative inter-
view session means that the respondent understood the questions perfectly and, gives accu-
rate information to the interviewer.  

                                                

1 DN-scrape; Rålambsvägen 17, Stockholm 
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The term reliability is, according to Svensson and Starrin (1996), often combined with the 
term validity in a qualitative method. This since one cannot question the reliability without 
questioning the validity. For example, if one meets the respondent several times, he or she 
might be in good mood the first time, but moody during the second. This may then influ-
ence the answers. Also if the questions concern subjects such as suicide or depression, the 
answers can be influenced by the respondents’ mental state. That is why the reliability must 
be seen in its context and together with the validity of the research in order to try to under-
stand if the respondent gives accurate information. With this in mind, we tried to make all 
respondents feet relaxed during the interviews. The subject and the purpose of the thesis 
were revealed on forehand in order to not surprise the respondents. And to create a trust-
ful discussion the authors did choose to have an open dialogue with the respondents to 
truly explore their opinion about the subject. 

When choosing sampling method much literature was read in advance. The kind of sam-
pling the interviewers mostly do in a qualitative research is, according to Svensson and 
Starrin (1996), often controlled by the purpose. The sample is not meant to achieve a statis-
tic representation. Instead one wants to have a sample that lead to an understanding of the 
phenomenon that is studied; in this thesis, how women reach top positions. In accordance 
with this, it was sufficiently with six respondents, in order to fulfil the purpose. 

Silverman (2001) says that when the interviews are tape-recorded and transcribed the valid-
ity or the interpretation of transcripts may be gravely weakened by failure. We were aware 
of this, and large amounts of time were set aside in order to assure the quality of the find-
ings. However Silverman (2001) continues to say that the interviewer should not delude 
themselves into seeking a perfect transcript. We played the interviews first once, slowly, in 
order to transcribe everything. The tape was than played once more, in order to assure that 
nothing had been missed or forgotten. We were from the beginning very focused on to 
pass on the correct picture. In order to do so, we believe that we have conducted valid 
analysis and conclusions.   

Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) points out that a well-designed questionnaire alone does not 
ensure valid data gathering. Good interviewing is instead the result of quality training com-
bined with an interviewer’s natural abilities. One of us has professional recruiting experi-
ence, and was therefore the one that was the head interviewer. We believed that the experi-
ence from interviewing job seekers also was applicable for creating valid interviews, and we 
believed this increased the validity of the data gathering. This is also argued by Frey and 
Mertens Oishi (1995) who mean that the ability to make a good interview arise from prac-
tice and training, and the researchers’ knowledge can affect the trustworthiness. However, 
Frey and Mertens Oishi (1995) claims that there are no right ways to conduct interviews. 

In order to be able to analyze the empirical findings many theories were studied within the 
subject. The theme, women in management, has been more studied in resents years, but 
how women reach top positions, is a relatively unexplored topic. This and the fact that we 
chose to use only theories regarding women, have limited our access to literature. However, 
we believe this has increased the trustworthiness of the thesis. It was only women who 
were interviewed and in order to make a valuable analysis, we wanted to use theory only 
applicable to women. Therefore the contribution of theories to the analysis is weak at some 
parts. The major reason for this is that some areas are undiscovered within the theory. 
Since it has been some difficulties to find theory, have some literature, such as books and 
articles, been ordered or bought from different sources. This has been done in order to 
find the best literature possible.  
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3 Frame of Reference 
This chapter describes the major theoretical areas, which were touched upon. The chapter starts with an in-
troduction and continues with important aspects that women should consider when they strive for top execu-
tive positions.   

3.1 Introduction 
Okin (1979, cited in Lupinacci, 1998) suggests that the lack of proportional representation 
of women on the top can be traced in western thoughts to the time of the well known 
Greek philosopher, Aristotle. Aristotle had a general theory of human nature, creating the 
gap between male and female representation, where men are rational and women are emo-
tional. Hayward (2005) continues the discussion by further say that some old stereotypes of 
women in leadership positions have traditionally been seen as falling into two clamps; those 
that flirt their way to the top and those that get there by adopting some male behaviour. 
Those old stereotypes are now outdated, women have realised that you can reach the de-
sired positions without female charm or adopting dominant and macho traits. Wirth (2001) 
says that globally, women’s labour force participation has increased. Women have steadily 
moved into occupations, professions and managerial jobs previously reserved for men.  

According to Hayward (2005) women’s input in the business is vital for the company suc-
cess. One of the most basic concepts in businesses is that the firm must be able to relate to 
the clients and therefore should the managerial bodies mirror the customer structure. Da-
vidson and Burke (2000) mention that personality characteristics of the women who strive 
for top positions might have an influence on the probability to be successful while striving 
for leading positions. Important personality factors are labelled agreeableness, decision-
maker, conscientiousness, extraversion, openness to experience and emotional stability. 
Pratch (1996, cited in Davidson & Burke, 2000) say that studies indicate that female man-
agers display task oriented qualities and that women also are oriented towards establishing 
and maintaining relationships. Also communication is, according to Hayward (2005), one 
of the main reasons behind women’s success in business activity. Firms today are con-
stantly merging, acquiring, restructuring and introducing new technology and this call for 
someone that has the ability to manage the changes. Women often have good interpersonal 
skills, meaning they are good at building teams and relationship. Those interpersonal skills 
are more useful now than ever before because of the way the work culture is changing. But 
how easy is it actually for women to enter the higher levels in the hierarchy and advance in 
their careers?  

3.2 Barriers 
Wirth (2001) means that there are less barriers now than historically when women are 
reaching for the top positions in businesses. However, obstacles still exist and are often 
rooted in the way work and life are organized. In most societies, men still have a dispropor-
tionate responsibility for meeting financial needs of a family while women carry a larger re-
sponsibility for care giving and family well-being. This means that the challenges for 
women in the world of work often revolve around balancing work and family commit-
ments. Fielden and Davidson (2005) also mention problems with balancing a family with 
the career and unsympathetic partners as an important issues hindering women from reach-
ing top positions.  
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Mooney (2005) points out, that there are many debates going on about the fact that women 
just never learn how to compete. During childhood, boys play competitive games and girls 
play relational once. This means that men get grounded in competition and women in inti-
mate relationships. This creates an imbalance that can seriously hurt women once they en-
ter the workplace. Women today are supposed to desire success, but they are supposed to 
pursue those desires in a generous and ladylike manner.  

Davidson and Burke (2000) mean that one might assume that female managers would have 
the greatest chance of achieving success in the Scandinavian countries. There some of the 
highest numbers of women in the workforce are recorded and family policies and equal 
opportunities programmes are strongly enforced by legislation. However, Wellington 
(2001) announces that women have to stand out and become visible to be able to become 
successful in reaching top positions and achieve triumph. Women need to showcase and 
make their talents and accomplishments visible so that people will realise the source of op-
portunities within the female work force. Instead of seeing problems, according to Carter-
Scott and Fraser (2004), women should set the sights on what they want and what they 
dream about. Invisible or visible rules keeping women away from top positions should be 
broken and instead compensated by the women’s own rules. However, to be able to create 
a rewarding climate women need to believe in their own abilities and help each other.  

Bengtson (1989) points out the importance for women to make changes within the organi-
zations to create a more rewarding and women friendly business climate. To create those 
changes women need to be inside of the organisation, since adjustments cannot be done 
from the outside and by one single woman. Molin (2000) also stress the importance of 
women supporting and helping other women on their way to top positions. The way is of-
ten filled with barriers and obstacles, which creates a need for support and encouragement.  

3.2.1 Women Work against Each Other 
 

There’s a special place in hell for women who don’t help each other. 

(Madeleine Albright, cited in Marklund & Snickare, 2004, p. 5) 

 

According to Mooney (2005) it has been a taboo subject to say that women have problems 
with each other when they climb the corporate ladder. However, women are not more 
competitive than men, but they compete differently. Instead of taking a direct conflict they 
often talk behind one another’s back, sabotaging success and are feeling threatened by 
other women. Women also get jealous if another woman takes her position as queen of the 
hill.  

Gustafsson (2004) agrees, and means a successful woman get most attacks from other 
women. Women usually say that they are feminists, who fight for the women’s rights, but if 
another woman passes them on the career ladder they talk behind their back and try to 
break their success. Women usually complain about barriers that prevent them for making 
career, but it is often the women themselves who are the greatest barrier. This partly de-
pends, according to Arhén and Zaar (1997), on the fact that groups of women traditionally 
are not ordered in hierarchies, like men are. Men support each other in different levels of 
the hierarchies, while this is uncommon among women. The way women arrange them-
selves is often more spontaneously, where changes within the groups occur constantly. To 
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be accepted as a leader it must frequently be proven that the woman possesses the abilities 
required for the leading position. This means that men often structure themselves in hier-
archies while women structure themselves in changing lines. There is also, according to 
Gustafsson (2004), a large proportion of jealousy among women. Men become jealous too, 
but they express it in different ways. Men express positive energy while women often ex-
press negative.  

3.2.2 The Glass Ceiling 
According to Davidson and Burke (2000) the gender differences in the level and type of 
education are rapidly disappearing. However, the rate of advancement of women into 
higher positions in organizations is relatively slow. Adler and Izraeli (1993, cited in David-
son & Burke, 2000) describe the position of women in managerial jobs worldwide in the 
last decades as improving. However, women still have a disadvantage compared to men’s 
positions. Generally speaking, a growing number of women occupy management positions, 
but still very few women are top executives. 

Molin (2000) and Wahl, Holgersson and Höök (1998) describe that many people often 
prejudices that a man is the top executive. Therefore women need to be a bit tougher in 
order to not be insulted. Resistance against women at top positions can be both with and 
without awareness. There is often a fear among men of loosing power, status and influence 
to women, since from an historical point of view men have dominated top positions in the 
companies. With this in mind, Wirth (2001) means, that women too often experience 
prejudices and barriers when reaching for top positions so they rarely can break through 
the glass ceiling. The glass ceiling is a concept used to describe a transparent barrier, which 
complicate a woman’s way to reach top positions.    

According to Drake and Solberg (1995) and Wirth (2001) research shows that women of-
ten just reach the lower levels of leadership in the hierarchy. Women are heavily underrep-
resented on higher business positions, related to power and responsibility. When women 
strive for higher levels, they often run into different barriers. This means that women who 
are middle managers often come across barriers, which makes it almost impossible for 
them to reach top leadership positions. The barriers or problems are often referred to as 
the glass ceiling. The glass ceiling describes the invisible artificial barriers, created by attitu-
dinal and organizational prejudices, which block women from executive positions. Wahl 
(1992) means that the glass ceiling is not an individual barrier, grounded on personal lack 
of knowledge or experience. Instead it is a categorical barrier, just because of gender. It is a 
wall of tradition and stereotypes separating women from the top levels in the hierarchy.     

According to Wirth (2001) a major source behind the phenomenon of the glass ceiling 
stems from strongly held attitudes towards women’s and men’s social roles and behaviour. 
Each group has different access to resources, work opportunities and status, where so 
called women’s jobs are often assigned a lower value in terms of skill requirements and re-
muneration. But over the last few decades women have attained higher levels, previously 
reserved for men, particularly in business, administration and finance. Today women repre-
sent a higher percentage of the workforce and they have gradually also moving up the hier-
archy ladder of organizations. Yet typically, the female share of management positions is 
relatively low.  
      
Wirth (2001) points out that the glass ceiling may exist at different levels depending on the 
extent to which women progress in organizational structures. This is commonly repre-
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sented by a pyramidal shape as in Figure 5. In some countries or companies, the glass ceil-
ing may be closer to the corporate head, while in others it may be at junior management 
level or even lower still.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Still (1994) conclude that while the metaphor of the glass ceiling helps to explain why 
women have poor representation in the power, leadership and decision-making areas, it 
does not explain why a glass ceiling actually would exist.    
 
Wirth (2001) means that the term glass ceiling illustrates well the point when there is no 
objective reason for women not rising to the very top. Qualified and competent women 
look up through the glass ceiling and can see what they are capable of achieving, but invisi-
ble barriers prevent them from breaking trough. However, Still (1994) claims that compara-
tive advancement studies of male and female managers indicate that female managers are 
less likely to apply for promotion. Evidence also shows that women tend to prefer and to 
experience lateral career paths rather than vertical ones. Women put personal job satisfac-
tion first before career aspirations, power and rewards. Also Bengtson (1989), Davidson 
and Burke (2000) and Wirth (2001) think that the nature of women’s career paths often 
blocks their progress to the top of the organizations. At a junior management level women 
are often in staff functions, such as personnel or training, rather than in operating func-
tions. Later, when women apply for jobs in the top management, they lack the required 
strategic experience. In other words, women are often placed in functions, which are re-
garded as non strategic jobs, such as administration and human resources instead of in the 
management jobs that lead to the top. This is often compounded by women being cut off 
from both the formal and informal networks that are necessary for advancement in the or-
ganizations. Wirth (2001) means that the glass ceiling limits women’s access to manage-
ment positions in sectors and areas which involve more responsibilities and higher wages. 
Statistics shows that women seem to experience the most difficulty in obtaining executive 
jobs in large corporations, even if they have greater opportunities at middle management 
levels in these corporations.  

However, Wellington (2001) means that if there still exist a glass ceiling, there is no reason 
for feeling boxed in. To break through the barriers all the women need is to be determined, 
disciplined, persistent, have courage and try to find the winning strategy. Others may show 
interest in women, offering advice and give guidance but it is up to the woman herself to 

  

Women Men 

Glass ceiling 

Figure 5 Glass Ceiling (Own revision, Wirth, 2001 p. 26). 
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make or break the career. Only the woman herself can imagine, shape, and move the career 
forward. 
 
Does It Exist?  
 
Recent studies suggest, according to Winn (2004) and Marongiu Ivarsson and Ekehammar 
(2000), show that young people are becoming increasingly androgynous in their values and 
behaviours. Studies say that a more androgynous view of the perception of qualities appro-
priate to managers, where female and male qualities are equally valued and not necessarily 
seen as tied exclusively to either sex. This view creates a vision of the glass ceiling as it is 
still very much intact but only operates to disadvantage older women who, unlike their 
younger counterparts, take on a gendered identity. The ceiling might also have relocated at 
a higher level and deferred in time so that barriers intensify further up the hierarchy than 
previously. Young women manage to override lesser barriers lower down the hierarchy to 
reap the rewards of hard work in the early stages of their careers. However, at the upper 
levels of senior management and beyond, the glass ceiling intensifies as networks and the 
`”men's clubs”' become increasingly important in facilitating further progress.  

Solovic (2003) is hesitating on the existents and states, that if a glass ceiling exists it not 
only hinders individuals, but the society as a whole. It cuts the pool of potential leaders by 
eliminating over one half of the population. It also deprives the economy of new sources 
of creativity.  Still (1994) says that today women are generally accepted and in fact, many 
younger managerial women doubt the existence of a “glass ceiling”, because they have not 
yet faced any discrimination or barriers to their career progress.  
 
According to Winn (2004) young women appear to suffer from self doubt, and are more 
likely to identify lack of confidence as a career barrier. The gap between men and women 
in this aspect also increases with seniority. This suggests a need to rethink the glass ceiling 
phenomenon and its underlying processes. It therefore may be argued that the glass ceiling 
is a thing of the past. Today women benefit from quite equal opportunities, and they expe-
rience more rapid career progresses than before. It is suggested that in the years to come, 
women will rise in the hierarchy and compete on equal terms with men. With this in mind, 
Driscoll and Goldberg (1993, cited in Still, 1994) believe that focusing on the existence of 
the “glass ceiling” keeps many women powerless. 

3.3 Self-Confidence 
 

Women first tell what they cannot do - than they tell what they can. 
Men first tell what they can – than they shut up. 

(Bengtson, 1989, p. 137) 

 

Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004) conclude that having the right attitude is very important 
when reaching for top positions. Changes in the attitude might create changes in both the 
professional and personal life situations. As a woman thinks, so she becomes. The career 
path is often filled with challenges crossing women’s way to the top. Therefore should the 
attitude towards those kinds of challenges, and other obstacles crossing the way, be posi-
tive. So far very few leaders have overcome the obstacles with a bad attitude and therefore 
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having the right attitude makes difference in the quality of the leadership. The attitude will 
very much influence how the leader views obstacles along the way to the top position. With 
a positive attitude, recognition of obstacles can be made to live and lead in a better way 
tomorrow. Positive attitude is like the gas in the car; without it no one will get very far. 
Everyone will experience hiccups when reaching for top positions and a positive attitude, 
with incentives to learn from the obstacles, will help the women to get through the difficul-
ties. Wellington (2001) points out that some people are born with self-confidence, and 
some people achieve it along the way. Most people develop their self-confidence from their 
successes and from how well they learn from their failures. Lassen and Shaw (1990) con-
tinue to focus on the importance of learning from mistakes that are done. Failure is not 
anything else but success, turned inside out. And when women on their way to top posi-
tions are hit hardest they have to stick to the fight and not give up. And as Shapira (1995) 
says You’ve failed many times, although you may not remember. You fell down the first time you tried to 
walk. You almost drowned the first time you tried to swim, didn’t you? Did you hit the ball the first time 
you swung a bat? Heavy hitters, the ones who hit the most home runs, also strike out a lot. R. H. Macy 
failed seven times before his store in New York caught on. […] Don’t worry about failure. Worry about 
the chances you miss when you don’t even try. (Shapira, 1995, p.130)  

Arhén (2005) says that also culture differences matter. In the United States it is a part of 
the culture to highlight oneself. More people should learn from this, since it is very impor-
tant to market yourself, when wanting to make career. Women need to position themselves 
and perform visible, measurable and good results.  

 

It is not enough if only you know that you are good. It is like flirting with someone in a dark room 
 – you know that you are beautiful and special, but no one else sees it. 

(Gustafsson, 2004, p. 23) 

 

Evans (2001) claims, women think they should not say a word unless they are 100 percent 
certain of what they are talking about. The problem is that if the women do not talk, no 
one will know that they are there. Brooks (1999) agrees with Evans and says it is relatively 
easy for a woman to speak out when she is in a comfortable environment, with friends and 
colleagues. The risk factor is then pretty low, but every time a person is in a relatively new 
environment, they take a risk when they speak up. If they take the chance and speak out, a 
couple of things can happen. People may say that it is a great idea or suggestion and their 
visibility will be increased or people may ignore the person. Women also need to speak 
more forcefully. But speaking forcefully is not really about speaking loudly or softly. It is 
about learning how to use their voice effectively. Even if women sometimes have a small 
voice they can sound powerful, as long as they believe in what they say, and believe that 
they have a right to speak. A career does not progress if no one can hear and understand 
what point the person is making. If someone half an hour later restates the idea more pow-
erfully, that person will probably get the credit. It is not really your idea unless you are will-
ing to stand up for it and give it power. Wellington (2001) also means women cannot not 
sit around and wait to be noticed. Some people mean self-advertisement is not a woman’s 
forte, but they can learn it. Managers do not realise people who are not visible It is there-
fore important for the women to be visible and become recognised.  Brooks (1999) contin-
ues the discussion, and says, that women usually use a lot of their time for things that are 
invisible, such as care about others in the organization, and solve problems. They should 
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instead spend their time on things that gives concrete results. Wellington (2001) argues that 
self-confidence means that someone can trust in oneself in the varied circumstances that 
will test the abilities throughout the career. It will lead others to trust in the abilities as well.  

Hayward (2005) also says that self-confidence is a very important factor when a leader 
wants to be in the best possible position. Female leaders often want to review their deci-
sions on different stages in the process, which can result in that people questioning the 
abilities of the leader. So, female leaders have to stop questioning themselves. If someone 
looks very confident in what they do it will inspire confidence. Fielden and Davidson 
(2005) also mention that women often lack the necessary self-confidence to take the steps 
into top positions in companies. Many women have the desire to become leaders but hesi-
tate in their abilities and skills and also lack the self-confidence to dare to reach for their 
dream positions. Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004) take the discussion further by saying that 
women tend to think too much. Sometimes the thinking goes so far that it prevents the 
person from acting and reaches the goals. Women sometimes think too much, plan too 
much and prepare too much, which easily can be described as overanalysis causes paralysis 
(Carter-Scott & Fraser, 2004, p. 82). Bengtson (1989) agrees that women themselves are 
obstacles when they are reaching top positions, because they are often too considerate.   

According to Wellington (2001) many managers expect their workers to take charge. Men 
do not wait to be asked to do things; they just do them, even if they do not know how. 
Women rarely consider behaving this way, and if they do, they often feel uncomfortable 
about it. Nevertheless, women need to be self.-starters in order to move upward. Bengtson 
(1989) further mean that women should consider the fact that they need to be heard within 
business situations. It is important to have an opinion and to actually make it heard. This 
has been a common problem among women, that they instead of saying out loud that they 
have an opinion are quite. Women are often also more careful than men when applying for 
new positions in companies. Women often want to know in advance exactly what they are 
going to do and if they will be able to manage the new responsibilities. Many women are, 
according to Wellington (2001), afraid to be seen and heard, since they already as young 
girls learned not to stand out. In school, they learned to raise their hands and wait to be 
recognised. Boys instead usually blurted out the answers anyway and by that they learned to 
speak out and stand out. Even in the grown-up world, a man who gains prominence is sel-
dom seen as a show-off, whereas a woman often is. Nevertheless, standing out, becoming 
visible is what women need to do. Chief executives stress the importance of visibility to 
create advancement. Women need to show their talent and so that the people with power 
to make decisions know about them and will think of them for opportunities.  

Bengtson (1989) means that self-confidence it not enough and stresses the importance of 
not being afraid of trying new things without knowing everything in advance. Many women 
miss chances of improvements just because they think they are not good enough. But if 
women do not dare to try they will not become successful in their reach for a top position. 
Also Molin (2000) means, that women who strive for top positions should not be afraid of 
trying new things. The candidates do not need to know the work procedures in advance, 
since the employers have already accepted them for the place offered and therefore also be-
lieves that the aspirants are good enough. Bengtson (1989) conclude that even if it takes a 
lot of effort to finally use the courage and dare to climb the career ladder and many barriers 
might be met during the way, it also must be said that it can be a lot of fun. And if one 
does not dare to try the offered position, someone else will do it. To actually create a posi-
tive development, women must dare to try and take the chance. Every chance in the proc-
ess of reaching top positions means a huge opportunity for success.      
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However, Arhén (2005) concludes that if a woman has a bad manager, it does not matter 
how good curriculum vitae and background she has or how much she dare. If one has a 
bad manager, the self-confident can easily disappear. It is therefore very important to find a 
new manager, by moving to different positions or organizations.  

3.3.1 Risk Taking  
Shapira (1995) refers risk to a chance of bad consequences of ones behavior and the prob-
ability that those consequences will occur. Risk is most commonly conceived of as reflect-
ing variation in the distribution of possible outcomes, their likelihood and their values. A 
risky alternative is one for which the variance is large; and risk is therefore one of the at-
tributes that are used in evaluating alternatives. Even thou the term risk is indicating that a 
decision is connected with variation in both positive and negative directions, risk is mostly 
associated with the negative outcome; a threat of a very poor outcome. But what should be 
remembered is that gambling, or playing with dice, is clearly seen as different from manage-
rial risk taking. Therefore a good manager might be taking on risks but does not gamble.        

Bengtson (1989) stresses that breaking into male dominated work places are often com-
bined with risks. Women are often more observed, because of the rarity of women in lead-
ing positions. This results in that the more women in top positions the less observed they 
will be. The spotlight can be directed towards one person, but impossible at everyone at 
the same time. Shapira (1995) means, that several groups of professionals are involved in 
risk taking on a regular basis, and they often deliberate about the risks involved in their 
choices. Such professionals include for example managers. Managerial decision making is 
mostly based on an educated guess of what is most likely to happen and what can be done 
to reduce the chance of a negative outcome. That means that every decision making is a 
continuous process in which each decision is depending on previous expertise or experi-
ences.  

Shapira (1995) further points out that managers do not necessary believe that risk and re-
turn are positively correlated. Therefore it is clear that a leader not always has to be risk 
taking to achieve success. It appears that risk aversion may be a good recipe for women 
staying in the same company for many years. The attitudes towards risk are often described 
as stable properties of individuals, related to aspects of personality development or culture. 
The risk performance is often also associated with dimensions of personality such as 
achievement motivation. It is possible that risk preferences are partly a stable feature of in-
dividual personality, but also depending on a number of variable factors such as mood, 
feelings, and the way in which problems are framed. Lassen and Shaw (1990) mean that 
women who want to reach for top positions do not need to be born as risk takers. How-
ever, a strong belief in the own abilities and a strong courage instead help the women to 
climb the career ladder.  
 
Shapira (1995) also mean that managers avoid accepting risk by seeing it as subject to con-
trol. They do not accept the idea that the risks they face are inherent in their situation. 
Rather, they believe that risks can be reduced by using skills to control the dangers. Often 
top positioned leaders are seeking mastery over the odds of fate, rather than simply accept-
ing long shots.      
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3.4 Motivation 
Fulfilment of dreams and wants are, according to Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004), important 
motivation factors for women who want to get to the top. You can sit around and think about 
what you want, complain about not having it, and plan until you are blue in the face, but until you decide 
to create a positive movement, you will not be any closer to your divine purpose (Carter-Scott and Fraser, 
2004, p. 43). If you want to reach a top position, it is important to know where you are go-
ing, according to Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004). If the women can see the goal, and the 
finish line, it is easier to reach a top position.   

Molin (2000) continues to explain that if women are motivated or not, depends a lot on 
how much they want to be seen. Seen workers try harder (Molin, 2000, p. 15). If a worker is 
seen by the management, she will automatically try harder and most probably reach better 
results. But if there instead is no demand for the strengths and abilities that one person 
possess, the women will feel that they are not important. However, one person cannot be 
the best solution for everything in a business. Sometimes a person needs to take a position 
in a team to complement with knowledge or expertise, even if this place is not the most fa-
vourable. This helps the group to be a winning team, which is a large motivating factor. 
And it can also be motivating to see how the different members of a group are growing 
and finding new abilities, even if this would lead to that those individuals are taking over 
more and more.  

Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004) further states that the secret behind a successful reach for 
leadership is making vocation to vacation. This means that the motivations should be to do 
what you love and to love what you do. Also Wellington (2001) discusses the importance 
of loving the work someone is doing. A woman will probably climb the career ladder easier 
if she can match career aspirations with personal value. Mentors and advisors often advises 
their clients who are not happy in their current job or career to figure out what their pas-
sion is, and a long with that find a more suitable workplace.  

Lassen and Shaw (1990) say that money often does not have to be the prime motivator for 
women when they strive for higher positions. However, with this in mind, money still can 
be of high importance. To climb the career ladder, achieve the goals or to have a good feel-
ing about the accomplishments, can often be more important than the money factor.     

3.4.1 Need for Achievement 
 

When the army of Israel faced the giant, Goliath, they said, “He’s so big, we can’t beat him.”  
But when young David saw Goliath he said, “He’s so big, I can’t miss him!”  

(Carter-Scott & Fraser, 2004, p. 17-18) 

 

According to Molin (2000), all business activity is based on the fact that people have a need 
for achievement. To be able to create an atmosphere where workers can be creative and 
develop their strengths are therefore vital. Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004) also see building 
on strengths as one very important factor to successfully reach top positions.  

McClelland and Burnham (2003) mean that managerial jobs are designed for someone who 
can influence people rather than for someone who does things better alone.  In motiva-
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tional terms, one might expect that managers have a greater need for achievement. Need 
for achievement is, according to White et al. (1997), a psychological variable which often is 
used to describe different individuals’ tendencies to strive for success. Achievement behav-
iour is not just the motivation to succeed, but also the motivation to avoid failure. Together 
these two motivational factors will determine if a person will approach or avoid an 
achievement tasks. The people who have a high need for achievement tend to approach the 
tasks where there are a probability of success, and avoid the tasks that are too easy or too 
difficult. The tasks that are too easy are not enough challenging, for the people with high 
need for achievement, and do not offer enough opportunities to demonstrate competences. 
Successful women have shown to have significantly higher need for achievement than 
those without success. Fielden and Davidson (2005) mean, women with high need for 
achievement are individuals who avoid routine and seek out information to find better 
ways of doing things. They like to take responsibility for their own performance and prefer 
to work in environments with a lot of people and where feedback is given. Lorentzi (2002) 
states, women often have lower ambitious than men, since they get less opportunities. 
Women who have similar ambitions to there counterparts, men, are not expected to have 
so, since it is not common. Women are therefore understood to be less interested of climb-
ing the career ladder. 

Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004) mention the importance of seeing opportunities in all situa-
tions. There are different ways of dealing with obstacles in the market place. Some people 
choose to focus on solutions and therefore see the opportunities. The other group of peo-
ple just stays with seeing the problems and often also uses them as an excuse for not climb-
ing the career ladder. To overcome obstacles there must be a strong belief in once own 
abilities and a need for achievement. This means that problems do not have to lead to fail-
ure and difficulties; instead obstacles can be a source for opportunities, when handled 
without fear. To be successful and powerful women must, according to Solovic (2003), be 
prepared to chart their own course and not wait for someone’s approval or permission. If 
they wait as a conformist, not a leader, there will never be successful reach of achieving 
goals. In today’s competitive market, everybody is responsible for creating their own op-
portunities, regardless of their gender. A woman cannot wait like a good girl for an invita-
tion to arrive in the mail. Women must remember that they cannot win, if they are not in 
the game. No one can expect to be handed a great opportunity on a silver plate. No matter 
if it is a man or a woman, everyone must be willing to ask for the opportunity. If a person 
waits patiently on the sidelines, observing the game, she will miss the opportunities. In-
stead, seize the moment and make it happen, because achievements come from creating 
ones own destiny. 
 
Many women have, according to Solovic (2003), not participated in many competitive ac-
tivities as young girls. It has only been recently that competitive sports have been widely 
accepted and available to women. Many women grew up with an understanding that good 
girls don’t compete with one another which much influence their need for achievement. 
Wahl (1992) also means that women are not socialized into a competing market situation 
and are therefore already behind in the competition. Solovic (2003) says that competition 
and business work together, and women who are not comfortable with competition are at 
clear disadvantage.  Competition is not a negative thing; it is an energy force that pushes to 
continually strive for excellence, both personally and professionally. The negative aspects 
of competition result from the unethical behavior of people who want to win at the ex-
pense of others. That is not the essence of the competitive spirit. Some are born with a 
competitive spirit, but that does not mean that one cannot learn to thrive in a competitive 
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environment. However, one will never achieve professional success and power without the 
ability to compete.  

3.5 Mentoring 
 

Mentoring can often be invisible; you first afterwards realize that someone has supported you. It is the same 
thing with resistance; you may not notice that someone is working against you. 

(Bengtson, 1989, p. 136) 

 

Arhén and Zaar (1997) and Bengtson (1989) stress the importance of encouraging mentors 
that support women on their way when reaching top positions. To struggle alone is too 
hard, which often results in less good performance. According to Wellington (2001) the 
best mentor relationship evolves from a natural relationship between two individuals. It 
begins informally, generally after the two have worked together for some time and devel-
oped a mutual respect. It is often quite casual; no proposals and engagement rings, instead 
based on trust and respect. According to Molin (2000), mentors are needed in all different 
levels in a hierarchy and are the perfect support for all kinds of leaders. Mentors help, sup-
port, and develop the way that a top positioned leader is acting. Arhén and Zaar (1997) 
mean that mentorship is not becoming better than the mentor and the novice make it. Wel-
lington (2001) continues to discuss that leaders should make a careful consideration when 
choosing mentor. It is no use to have a mentor who only will praise you, nor does a leader 
need someone who will bury you with negative criticism. It is of importance to find a men-
tor that you will get along with and who can give honest tips. In addition it would be great 
if the mentor knew influential people and is someone who beliefs and sees opportunities in 
the competitive market place. This would develop the women’s potential to reach top posi-
tions.  

Solovic (2003) and Molin (2000) mean that a mentor gives advices and new angels of ap-
proaches. When only discussing matters with people around you, there is always the prob-
lem that their advices and viewpoints are predictable and not developing at all. The starting 
point for having a mentor should therefore be to stimulate learning, have a discussion 
partner and to give the opportunity to develop ones skills and knowledge. However, Molin 
(2000) means that even if a mentor is present the women still have to try themselves, which 
also often includes making mistakes. But with help from a mentor conclusions and wisdom 
can be drawn from those mistakes 

Weillington (2001) advocate, mentors play different kind of important roles, all in varying 
ways throughout the whole career. Moore (2000) means that mentoring relationships are 
important for all organizational leaders, but essentially for women. Mentors can both pro-
tect women from discrimination and help them to learn and navigate their way past obsta-
cles to their career success. Women having a supportive and helping mentor are often more 
satisfied and committed to their jobs, careers and organizations. They receive more promo-
tion and compensation and also have greater career mobility than people reaching through 
the organization without a mentor. If one wishes to break through the barriers that might 
face a woman reaching for the top a mentor is a wise alternative. Nevertheless, Solovic 
(2003) means it is rare to find a successful woman who hasn’t had at least one mentor dur-
ing her journey to the top. 
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A mentor does not, according to Solovic (2003), need to be someone in the same company 
or industry. Mentors can come in all shapes and sizes, and a woman should not hesitate to 
look outside the industry or to choose a man. The most important thing with having a 
mentor is to pay attention to the admirable qualities in people that are met and incorporat-
ing those successful characteristics into our own success formula. 

3.6 Networking 
 

You need […] networks, since being alone is not the same as being strong. 

(Molin, 2000, p. 125) 

 

According to Molin (2000), networks need to be cultivated and maintained to be able to 
serve as a helpful tool in the process of reaching top positions. It is also of high importance 
to both give and take, since it build upon human relationships. Nobody is interested to be a 
part in a network not giving anything in return. Instead networks build upon the thoughts 
of encouragement, mutuality and support. Solovic (2003) points out, that it is important to 
remember that you need to give before you get when you networking. If a person go to an 
event and focus on handing out business cards to a million people in anticipation of getting 
immediate results, the person will be disappointed. Instead the person should focus on 
how he or she may be of assistance to someone else, and in turn, the rewards will come 
their way. 

Effective networking is, according to Solovic (2003), time-consuming. A woman may think 
that she is too busy managing her home, her family, and her business to find time. If her 
goal is to have success and power, then she cannot afford not to network. A person can 
never know when one will meet someone who will be instrumental in helping one out to 
achieve the goals. The number of networking events can be overwhelming and it is there-
fore important to carefully select the events that the person believes are the best for him or 
herself.  
 
Molin (2000) states that many top executives have large networks, created along the way to 
the top position they possess. Networks need to be maintained to still consist of interesting 
people that can give you something at the same time as you can give the other members 
advice. It must be understood that different types of people are needed to create a winning 
business concept. Therefore there is a danger to just start from ones own networks when 
choosing the management team, since networks often can consist of similar people. Also 
Bengtson (1989) put focus on the fact that candidates for a top executive position are often 
found in ones own networks. Networks are therefore, according to Lorentzi (2002), a 
structural barrier for women, since requirement often happen within male networks. A re-
search done at Göteborg’s University, 2002, states that top positioned women find the in-
formal male networks to be a major barrier for females who want to climb the career lad-
der. Also 64 percent of men in top positions claim that the informal male networks are a 
barrier for women. When men describe their networks, they often consist of only men, 
while women’s networks consist of both men and women.  

Bengtson (1989) means that men have more extended networks than women have. Brooks 
(1999) means, that there can be some barriers for women when they are going to partici-
pate in networks. Women often have limited knowledge of how to develop informal net-
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works. Women may tend to interact more frequently with others of similar status, rather 
than higher-level people. In some situations, women may even be excluded from potential 
networking groups, since stereotypes and biases may still exist within an “old-boys net-
work” that precludes women from being recognized for their talents and being asked to 
participate. According to Wellington (2001) women have not thought in terms of connect-
ing in ways that will help them professionally for as long as med have. Even so, everyone 
has a network, even if it is named something else than a network. No matter who the 
woman is, where she works or what she did before, she most probable have contacts in 
more areas than expected. If the women just opened the eyes the network connections can 
extend in many directions.  

 

Women have always been good networkers; they just used to call it their Christmas list. 

(Juanita Weaver, cited in Solovic, 2003 p. 139) 

 

To remain competitive, Moore (2000) means that a leader has to simultaneously deal with 
every day concerns at the same time as monitoring the continual flow of information. 
Therefore networks of trusted advisors serve women leaders in a variety of ways. They can 
be an important confidential sounding board for voicing concerns and sharing solutions. 
Wellington (2001) means that networking is just as important as other business things, and 
should therefore be constantly under attention. Women often make excuses for not using 
networks as a resource when they strive for higher positions. Women can be strategic and 
choose helpful people, but only if it is a two way direction of the help there is a network. A 
leader should absolutely use the knowledge within the network, as long as also other people 
can rely on your experience and knowledge in return.  

Moore (2000) continues to state that networking is more or less a requirement for organi-
zational success, since relationships are vital in a business career. Wellington (2001) contin-
ues to say that work will be easier and most probable be better done when a women seek 
out people and accept the help offered. Networks link women to other people, new open-
ings, new directions and opportunities, ideas and tips. Networking is very important both 
in hard times, when the help can encourage and in good times as a support when things are 
going fine. Also the most successful leaders in the world take help from people in networks 
around them. This results in the fact that networking is a critical factor in making moves 
that will forward the career of women.      

Solovic (2003) points out that one should not meet people with people who say “You can-
not do it.” The most successful women have amazing supporting networks. It is impossible 
for a person to build a successful business or a successful career if they are surrounded 
with negative people. 

3.7 Balance in Life 
Arhén (2005) means, that it is a myth that a person can make a career by working just 
enough. One need to work hard and a lot in order to climb the career ladder, and as higher 
up in the hierarchy one comes, the tougher are the competition among colleagues who 
want the same job. When interviewing women on top positions, all of them point out that 
they hardly have time for theatre or dining out with friends. The little spare time they have 
is dedicated to the family. It is very unusual to have a top position within a company and 
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arrange dinners, meet friends, travel and spend a lot of time with the family. The once who 
tries to do everything at once, usually get burnt out. Therefore Bengtson (1989) stresses the 
importance of understanding that it sometimes can be very difficult to combine family and 
hobbies with the choice of having a top position within a company. A woman in a relation-
ship therefore needs to have a supportive and understanding partner. This is also a fact, 
stressed by Lassen and Shaw (1990) and Molin (2000), who means that the choice of part-
ner much is influencing the directions of the career path. Supporting people should prefer-
able be around a woman who want to reach for higher positions, while resistant persons, 
preventing improvements, should be kept away.  

Gordon and Whelan-Berry (2004) claims, that there has been a major increase in the num-
ber of families in which both the man and woman work either full or part-time. In addi-
tion, many organizations offer several family-friendly programs and benefits to facilitate the 
balancing of work and family demands. The support provided by husbands and partners 
provides a critical complement to such programs and benefits. Nowadays, career planning 
can become a joint activity, as the man and woman have to make decisions about work 
hours, relocation, and even expatriate assignments. Since “it takes two to tango” (Gordon 
& Whelan-Berry, 2004, p. 260) the support from husbands or partners can be a key factor 
for career women. The man’s attitudes towards the woman’s work also influence the 
woman’s attitude towards her own work. A key question is whether one career in the fam-
ily will be primary or whether both careers will be equal. It may be that most important ca-
reer is the one who is closely related to the financial contribution of the family.  

Gordon and Whelan-Berry (2004) further claims, that managers are still more likely to ex-
pect women to take time off from work for emergencies, such as sick children. Some of 
this behaviour results from organizational and cultural norms that such tasks are much 
more likely to be done by women. However, this pattern may change as the younger 
women today expect more equality in the homes and the workplace. Even if flexible work-
ing hours provide a way of managing responsibilities at home, the support from the hus-
band or partner can be invaluable. However, there are implications that women more fre-
quently use work-life benefits such as flexible work hours, family leave, and alternative 
work arrangements.  

Wikstrand (1984) points out women need to take control of their time. It is not about that 
women need to do more during the day, but get more energy to do things outside work. 
They need to have a positive and realistic attitude to what is possible to do during a day. 
There is not time for everything, and one need to find out what is most important. To be-
come effective there is a need to relax and find a balance in what we do. Once in a while it 
is important to reflect on what we do, and in what direction we are heading. Solovic (2003) 
points out that in order to reach success it is important to managing the personal life. A 
women need to get over her guilt and in order to save time, for example, hire a cleaning 
lady. It is important to use those extra hours to take the children to a movie, enjoy a ro-
mantic dinner with the husband, or get a massage.  
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4 The Story of the Respondents 
This chapter was outlined to present the six top positioned women, who enabled us to construct in-depth in-
terviews about how women reach top positions. The respondents of this study were, in alphabetic order, 
Amelia Adamo, Eivor Andersson, Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson, Lena Herrmann, Anitra Steen, and 
Meg Tivéus.   

4.1 Amelia Adamo 
Within the branch, she is called the “magazine-queen”. When the magazine Amelia, named 
after her, was launched, Adamo was half naked on posters all over Sweden. Editor-in-
chiefs’ usually participate in the marketing of new magazines, but not in that way. But she 
reached out – quick, big and wide. Adamo is a lady that you see; she is not someone that 
will pass you unnoticed (A. Adamo, personal communication, 2006-04-12).  

Adamo was born 1947 in Italy, and moved to Sweden when she only was nine months old. 
At the age of six, she was sent away, by her mum, to a monastery with German nuns. She 
lived there for 5 years, until she was 11 years old. Her mother then got a real apartment, 
and Amelia was able to move back with her again (Lundahl, 2000). Her childhood was very 
poor, but she never suffered from lack of love. Instead she learned something; that she 
wanted to live a better life. Her life today, which she considers to be great, consists of her 
husband Thorbjörn, two children and two stepchildren. She has also become grandmother 
which she thinks is really fun and engaging (A. Adamo, personal communication, 2006-04-
12). 

Adamo has a long working experience, in combination with a bachelor degree in social sci-
ence form Stockholm University. She got her first job when she was 16 years old, and has 
worked since then. Starting at Svensk Damtidning, a Swedish magazine, as a secretary was 
the beginning of a successful career within the magazine branch. She then unintentionally 
became a journalist (Lundahl, 2000). Today she is, among other responsibilities, the pub-
lishing director of Amelia Publishing Group and editor in chief of M Magazine. She is also 
a board member of Bonnier Tidskrifter AB, Bonnier Mediauniversitetet AB, Sveriges Tid-
skrifter AB, Adlibris AB, KappAhl Söders Media and Pr Konsult AB, and SSRS Holding 
AB (KappAhl, 2006). 

She is the former editor-in-chief for the very successful women magazine, named after her, 
Amelia. Her newest Magazine from the Amelia publishing group is M Magazine, whose 
target group is mature, affluent, pioneering persons over 50. She is doing the same thing 
with M Magazine, as with Amelia, using herself in the promotion of the magazine. Some 
people may be sceptical, but it works, she says (A. Adamo, personal communication, 2006-
04-12). 

Adamo has been awarded several impressive prices; “The Manager of the Year” (1997), 
“The Business Women of the Year” (1997) and “Stora Journalistpriset” (2003) are just a 
few examples. In 2005 she was ranked by 872 leaders to be the sixth most important leader 
to look up to. The year before, her attempt to increase the awareness of breast cancer 
where awarded by Bröstcancerföreningarnas Riksorganisation (Amelia, 2006). The list of 
awards is comprehensive, and it can be said that the Italian, who became Swede, is without 
doubt one of Sweden’s greatest media women ever.  
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4.2 Eivor Andersson 
Andersson, originally from Finland, started to work within the travel business for over 25 
years ago. “It was just supposed to be a summer job,” she says with a smile (E. Andersson, 
personal communication, 2006-04-07). Today she is the CEO of My Travel2, and ‘respon-
sible’ for many Swedes’ vacations every year (Pettersson, 2004). 

When she was 19 years old, she went to Sweden for the summer. Instead of going back to 
Finland, she stayed and worked for Scandic Hotels for 10 more years. In the beginning she 
sold and booked hotel rooms for customers but later became advertising manager, sales 
manager and sales director (E. Andersson, personal communication, 2006-04-07).  

She continued to work within the travel business and has been faithful to the travel com-
pany, Ving, for very long. She started as a marketing manager, and in 1997 she became 
CEO of Ving. Her solid experience of how the business works has helped her in all posi-
tions. She loves to work within the travel business and means that it is very fun to take care 
of people’s dreams an expectations. “It is a product that makes people so happy,” she says 
and means that this gives her special enjoyment (E. Andersson, personal communication, 
2006-04-07). When the former CEO of My Travel in summer 2003 went to the competitor, 
Fritidsresor, she was offered the position and did not hesitate even once (Travel News, 
2004). 

Today, 45 year old Andersson lives with her husband, Michael, and daughter, Erica, in a 
house in Edsviken, Sollentuna. Her own vacations are often spent in Finland, but she re-
veals that another favourite place to travel is to Egypt. But she adds; “I like to travel to the 
Sunwing resorts, no matter where they are” (Travel News, 2004). 

From the beginning, Andersson dreamt of a profession as curator for old furniture. How-
ever, today she is happy that she did not chose that direction. She would never have had 
the patience. She has also an interest for architecture, art, and design and believes she 
would enjoy working with nature photography. She still has a desire to work with some-
thing creative, “But, I can do that later,” she says (E. Andersson, personal communication, 
2006-04-07).  

During the first half on 2004 she turned a loss of 153 millions into a profit of 71 millions at 
My Travel (Pettersson, 2004). The same years she received an award, the woman of the 
year, at Grand Travel Award, the travel industry’s own ‘Oscars’ (Travel News, 2004). To-
day My Travel is one of Sweden’s leading travel agents, with a 34 percent of the market 
shares3. Andersson, herself, is the thirteenth most powerful business woman in Sweden, 
and also rated the second most powerful woman within the service industry (Veckans Af-
färer, 2006).  

 

 

                                                

2 Containing the travel agencies; Always, Globetrotter and Ving (E. Andersson, personal communication 
2006-04-07). 

3 34 percent of the market shares in 2004/04 (My Travel, 2006).  
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4.3 Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson 
Forsmark-Karlsson entered the positions as CEO for SkandiaBanken, close after Skandia’s 
trademark was dragged through the mud in the press. After several bonus and apartment 
stories, she came into the organisation with a great challenge in front of her; to try to re-
create the trust among SkandiaBanken’s customers (Dimming, 2004).  

Forsmark-Karlsson, 48 years old, was born in Söderhamn, grew up in Värmland and is 
since thirteen years located in Stockholm (Dimming, 2004). She has also lived in Umeå for 
several years, and it was there her career started as a saleswoman for Trygg-Hansa. Back 
then she did not have any higher education. However, later on she studied at Umeå Uni-
versity at the same time as she was working, but never received a full diploma (G. Fors-
mark-Karlsson, personal communication, 2006-04-06).    

After she gave birth to her three children in the 80’s, she felt that she wanted to move for-
ward in her career and get a management job. She was selected as a young potential at 
Handelsbanken, which resulted in that she had to decrease drastically in salary if she was 
going to give up her sales job. Salesmen always had very good bonuses. But she decided to 
change direction, even if she did not start out as a manager. However, she saw the potential 
to grow within the organisation. This is also what happened, and soon she became market-
ing manager for the private market. Back then, she did not know much about the business, 
but she had a lot of ideas; some were very naive, and others were very good. She had 
learned from old managers how not to be, and she did not want do the same stupid mis-
takes as them. But, it was not that easy.  However, she survived, even if it was a tough time 
(G. Forsmark-Karlsson, personal communication, 2006-04-06).   

After some tough years within the bank sector, where she for example was a part of an un-
successful fusion between SE-Banken and Föreningssparbanken she felt it was time to 
move on. The family moved to Stockholm in 1993/94 and she started to work for SE-
Banken. She stayed in different management positions within SE-Banken until 2002. Then 
she applied for the job as CEO for Länsförsäkringar Mäklarservice. She got the job, and 
loved it because of the possibility work both with the market, the structure and the organi-
sation. She left this job, because she was headhunted to the position as CEO of Skandia-
Banken (G. Forsmark-Karlsson, personal communication, 2006-04-06).    

Forsmark-Karlsson describes herself as goal-oriented, sharp and ambitious. She is a person 
who likes new challenges and enjoys being a manager (Dimming, 2004). According to 
Veckans Affärer (2006), Forsmark-Karlsson is ranked number 14 on the list over Sweden’s 
most powerful women in the business world. She is also the fifth most powerful woman in 
the bank and finance sector in Sweden.  

 

 



 

 31 

4.4 Lena Herrmann  

According to Veckans Affärer (2006), Herrmann is appointed to be Sweden’s most 
powerful woman within the media industry, 2006. As the managing director for Dagens 
Nyheter, she has a huge burden on her shoulder, trying to reverse the losses the newspa-
per has had during the last years (Skarin, 2006).  
Herrmann is born in Sunbyberg, but moved with her parents and younger sister to Fin-
spång during her first school years. She loved to play the guitar and went to the local music 
school. In her free time she also was a girl scout, played with her rabbit or read books. 
When she finished the upper secondary school she moved to Linköping to study at the In-
stitute of Technology at Linköpings University (Lindell & Marklund, 2005). 

When she finished her degree she got employed by Arthur Andersson MIC, today’s Accen-
ture. She worked there as an IT consultant for five years. Thereafter, she felt a need to 
work with broader business problems and moved from Arthur Andersson MIC to McKin-
sey. She worked a lot with media companies, and especially newspapers, both within Swe-
den and in other parts of the world (L. Herrmann, personal communication, 2006-04-06).  

This resulted in that she got a deep insight into the newspaper industry and especially 
Dagens Nyheter, already in 1994. In 2004, she did not want to work as a consultant any 
longer, and took a direct contact with the Bonnier Group, of which Dagens Nyheter is a 
part. Shortly thereafter she started to work within the business unit Newspaper, with busi-
ness development. For a while she was the deputy CEO for the Bonnier Group, before she 
got the position as CEO for Dagens Nyheter (L. Herrmann, personal communication, 
2006-04-06). 

The 44 year old Herrmann has today been the CEO for Dagens Nyheter for 2 years. She is 
the first women ever in a CEO position for the newspaper, and believes it is a great and in-
teresting challenge (Skarin, 2006). Her carrier has been straight as an arrow. However, her 
professional friends have never been surprised; she is very goal oriented, competent, and as 
one of her former managers has said; “She is very good at positioning herself”. Within the 
daily business she is an anonymous person, who keeps a very low profile and is described 
as social person, but with a strong integrity. She is charming, open and easy to talk to, but 
with a temperament. Even if she is very small and thin, she can put up real fights if she do 
not agree on what has been said (Lindell & Marklund, 2005). Herrmann lives with her cat 
at Degerby Gård, where her home is an old country estate from the 17th century. Her 
home is like a museum, and she love to relax and spend her free time there (Lindell & 
Marklund, 2005).  
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4.5 Anitra Steen 
The 57 years old Steen is absolutely an eye-catcher for the Swedish media. Not only, is she 
watched at as the wife to the Prime Minister of Sweden, Göran Persson, but also as the 
CEO for Systembolaget, the Swedish national alcohol retailing monopoly (A. Steen, per-
sonal communication, 2006-04-04). 

Steen grew up in Fagersta, with her Swedish father, Norwegian mother and two younger 
sisters. Her father was a precision-tool maker and her mother a waitress. When she finished 
upper-secondary school she moved to Uppsala and studied social and political science. She 
wanted to work with people and at this time she dreamt of becoming a trained social 
worker or a speech therapist. Since her boyfriend moved to Uppsala, she wanted to live 
there as well. However, the trained social work education was not available in Uppsala, and 
the speech therapist education did not have any admission the year she moved there. In-
stead she coincidently ended up studying behavioural science (A. Steen, personal commu-
nication, 2006-04-04). 

Today Steen regrets that she did not study more, but she got pregnant at the same time and 
when her first son, Tobias, was born, she felt that she needed to just finish her degree. 
When her husband, Per-Olof Steen, finished his studies, he wanted to move to Stockholm 
so Steen quickly took her bachelor degree in behavioural science, and moved with him (A. 
Steen, personal communication, 2006-04-04). In Stockholm Steen first was unemployed, 
but after a while she got a substitute as a home care assistant at Nacka municipality. She 
was then 22 years old and had one young child, but also an academic degree. She was re-
sponsible for a district with 60 home help assistants. She stayed there a couple of years, and 
during that time she got her second child, Mårten. Thereafter she was employed as an in-
vestigator, by the social insurance office. She developed application regulations for the law 
of social insurances, within Stockholm’s insurance office, which is Sweden’s largest social 
insurance office. When the National Social Insurance Board needed to increase their 
workforce she was contacted. She did not believe that she had enough education, so in 
1980, she applied for a trainee position as national investigator. She did not get the trainee 
position, but instead she was offered a position as an investigator at the government office. 
When she left her resignation, her former manager Einar said to her; “I do not think you 
should accept the position at the government office. I know there is a need for people at 
the finance department, begin there instead.” Einar had been asked if he had any employee 
who wanted to start working for the finance department. He suggested Steen. She knew 
nothing about finance, nor a lot about mathematics, but she accepted the position and 
stayed for eight years. In 1992, she was asked if she wanted to become the director for 
Högskoleverket4 which she accepted. In 1994, she received a call from Ingvar Carlsson5, 
who asked if she would like to help out to come up with proposals for a possible change of 
government. It became a change of government and she became a parliamentary undersec-
retary. From the beginning she decided not to stay for long, and after two years she instead 
became the director-general for the National Tax Board. When the former CEO for 
Systembolaget, Gabriel Romanus, was going to retire the members of Systembolaget 
boards asked if she wanted to become the new CEO for Systembolaget, and this is where 
we find Steen today (A. Steen, personal communication, 2006-04-04).  

                                                

4 The Swedish National Agency for Higher Education, a central agency responsible for matters relating to in-
stitutions of higher education (Högskoleverket, 2006). 

5 Prime Minister of Sweden 1986-91 and 1994-96. (A. Steen, personal communication, 2006-04-04). 
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4.6 Meg Tivéus 
Tivéus is the lady that nearly doubled, the gambling company, Svenska Spel’s, profit during 
her seven years as a CEO. But she has never been a gambler. “I have lost too much money 
on stocks,” she says. For many years she has worked within very male dominated business. 
But she knows how to handle it; she has been able to practice some years now (M. Tivéus, 
personal communication, 2006-04-07).  

When she graduated from Stockholm’s Business School, she started to work as a project 
leader for an advertisement agency. She stayed there for five years. Thereafter she started at 
Stil och Waerner as product manager for diapers and baby products. Then she became re-
sponsible for purchasing of children and teenage clothing at Nordiska Kompaniet, NK. 
She stayed within the retail business for thirteen years. During these years she for example 
participated in the merge between Epa and Temp. She travelled around the world for thir-
teen years and bought clothes, and product for home and leisure with the purchase manag-
ers and middle managers. Thereafter she became a division manager at Holmen, a Swedish 
company within the wood sector. Some years after, she started as former executive vice 
president of Posten (M. Tivéus, personal communication, 2006-04-07). When she first was 
offered the position at Svenska Spel, 1996, she turned it down, since she did not feel that 
the gambling business seemed serious. At the same time Posten faced several reductions 
and she realized that 16 000 employees soon very going to be 12 000. She did not want to 
spend her last years, before retirement, to dismiss a lot of people and therefore discussed 
the job offer with an old friend and colleague. He asked why she would not accept it, since 
Svenska Spel was a very fun company that made a lot of money (Kennedy, 2004). So, in the 
end she accepted the offer and became the CEO for Svenska Spel (M. Tivéus, personal 
communication, 2006-04-07). 

Former colleagues often describe her as masculine; she is very straight forward, not shy and 
laugh very easily. She is a much liked person, no matter who you ask. Bosse Ringholm, 
Sweden’s minister of finance once said; “Tivéus is a very energetic and initiative person.” 
He also pointed out that she has given Svenska Spel very good results (Kennedy, 2004). 

Tivéus grew up in a large family in Motala, where she was the youngest of five children. It 
was a matter of course that all the children should go to the university. Even if her parents 
sometimes had to save money to buy teaching materials, it was never something to com-
plain about (Kennedy, 2004). Today, 63 year old Tivéus lives with Curt in a nice apartment 
in the middle of Vasastan in Stockholm. Her twins and her two stepchildren have given her 
several grandchildren that she enjoys spending time with. “I am going skiing with them 
next week”, she adds. She tries to visit them as often as possible and says she loves to 
spend time with them (M. Tivéus, personal communication, 2006-04-07).  

She left Svenska Spel in 2004, after she had worked there for seven years Today Tivéus is a 
member of several boards, for example; Swedish Match, Cloetta Fazer, and Kosta Boda 
Orrefors, and she is not thinking about retiring, yet. “To work is one of the stimulants in 
life,” she means (Kennedy, 2004). 
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5 How Did They Come This Far? 
This chapter was outlined in logical order, after the theoretical framework that we chose for deeper studies. It 
beins with an introduction, and follows by the important topics; barriers, self-confidence, motivation, 
mentoring, networking and balance in life. The chapter concludes with some final advices..   

5.1 Introduction 
“This is a famous debate topic,” Andersson says, and refers to why there are so few 
women on top executive positions. Forsmark-Karlsson agrees, and mentions that it has 
been a more open debate recently, which creates an interest in the subject.  

“In one way I believe in faith,” Steen says. Andersson follows the discussion, and points 
out that she has been lucky during her career. However, luck and the fact that you are on 
the right place at the right time are not enough, according to Steen. Of course, you need to 
catch the opportunity, but there are more important factors. 

“One of the explanations, to why I have reached top positions, is that I have worked 
within the public sector,” Steen reveals. She believes it is easier to climb the career ladder 
within the public sector, since women there have been encouraged to develop themselves. 
However, she says, today it is important that the public and private sectors have similar 
wages, otherwise it is a risk that the public sector will become a female dominated sector. 
For example an alternation of generations can be seen among legal experts. More and more 
women are climbing the ladder, and the result is a decreasing status. “It is unintelligible,” 
Steen says and continues; “it is a huge problem that needs to be taken care of.” The only 
way to handle it is to make the public sector attractive to both men and women.   

“What made me come so far is that I have enjoyed my work,” Herrmann reveals and con-
tinues to say that she likes great challenges and to work with problem solutions. “I do not 
think that you always know what you want to do,” she continues. You need to know what 
you think is fun and what you are good at and choose thereafter. It is important to think 
about it, not every day, but maybe twice every year. You should ask yourself; “Is this some-
thing I want to do for the rest of my life?”  

 

You should do what you think is fun. You will not become good at something that you do not enjoy. 

(Lena Herrmann) 

 

Tivéus takes the discussion further by pointing out the advantages of having a positive 
thinking. She has never met a top manager, who was worried and had a negative way of 
thinking. “It is up to the auditors to worry. A top executive should instead have a constant 
belief in the future,” she says, with a twinkle in her eye. 

“I do not believe that you can find some kind of guidelines about how you should be to 
reach a top position,” Forsmark-Karlsson says. During the years you learn more about your 
strengths and how to use them in the best ways. You also learn about your weaknesses and 
how to avoid and improve them. Some parts of you always need improvements and you 
need to be aware of them. You should feel secure in what you do, because one recognizes 
very easily if someone is secure or not. For example; you cannot say things that you do not 



 

 35 

feel comfortable with or believe in – it will be noticed. It is not what you say; it is how you 
say it. As a manager, you are always looked at and everybody interpret what you do. If you 
then say things you are not secure with, people will only see what you do and not here your 
words.  

 

I have got opportunities and I cannot understand why other women would not get them too. 

(Eivor Andersson) 

 

Andersson means it is important to be recognised, and it is therefore important to have an 
opinion and dare to speak it out. My Travel has a lot of young employees and the once you 
recognize are the one that have contributed with something over time. It can be an opin-
ion, either about something that can be improved or something that can be done differ-
ently. You need to be recognized, because the employer will then see that there is a strong 
will in you. If you show that you have those characteristics, you will get a lot of chances.  

 

Energy is more important than talent. You must have talent if you are a high jumper. In a business envi-
ronment it is more important with energy and a strong will. 

(Amelia Adamo) 

 

5.2 Barriers 
Andersson became a manager when she was very young. Some people, both men and 
women, have been uncomfortable with this and worked against her. But this was, accord-
ing to her, due to their unfamiliarity, since it then was unusual with young managers.  

Andersson continues to say, that if women have the will, they will have the possibility to 
reach top positions. What makes it easier for women today is that also men are taking out 
paternity leave. This means that the organizations have to get used to that both men and 
women are leaving the organization for a while. Andersson believes this automatically will 
give women more opportunities, since the obstacles; “she is 30 years old and will soon go 
on maternity leave” will not be there. This thought has never crossed her mind but she 
knows other managers who have thought that way.    

“A barrier can be your husband,” Tivéus says and continues to say that she has had good 
husbands. She has seen examples of both men who are barriers for their wives, and those 
who are not. Therefore she believes that it is an asset to have a supporting husband. Steen 
says that she has had a lot of support from her former husband, since they shared and di-
vided the responsibilities in a favourable way, and this has been an advantage.  

5.2.1 Women Work against Each Other 
Tivéus says that a man can be half as intelligent as a woman, but he would never, even 
once, think that he cannot make it. Her twins, a boy and a girl, were raised in the same en-
vironment, but are very different from each other. When they had an exam she always 
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asked them how it went. Her son, Martin, said that it went very well while her daughter, 
Sanna, always said that it did not go well at all. Once, when the twins later got their results 
Tivéus asked once more how it went.  Martin said “yes, it went really well, I was on aver-
age. Sanna, on the other hand, was best in class.” At the same time Sanna said; “I made one 
mistake.” Since Martin always was on average and Sanna always was the best one, Tivéus 
asked her son; “Do you ever suffer because Sanna is the best?” He answered; “No, I think 
it is good, I am only proud of her.” He never had any thoughts of feeling inferior to her. 
Tivéus believes the feeling of inferiority is more common among girls. “I cannot really un-
derstand why, she says and continues to point out that she has never experienced those 
feelings. “I think it is something that I am happy to be born with” she says with a smile.  

Forsmark-Karlsson is aware of that women often can feel inferior and say that they usually 
are afraid that others may pass them on the career ladder. However, she has never felt that 
way, and she is instead happy if it goes well for people around her. Steen has experienced 
inferiority from her time as manager for Högskoleverket6, where nearly all people under-
neath her were women. They were incapable of having a female manager and it was better 
to have a mediocre man than a very good female manager. Steen thinks this was very sad, 
since a lot of young, ambitious and potential women, got broken down. The female man-
agers lost their initiative, engagement and strengths. “It was like, do not come here and sit 
on your high horses.” Steen claims that she has seen a lot of this in female dominated work 
places. “I nearly do not dare to say this when I meet people who make research about gen-
der equality. However, I would certainty say I have experiences that indicates that this is a 
problem.” 

 

In many ways women limit themselves and each others. 

(Anitra Steen) 

 

Adamo says that she has not personally experienced that women work against each other. 
But it is a lot of jealousy among women and maybe it is like Madeleine Albright7 said; 
“There is a special place in hell for women who do not help each other.” This is also the 
headline for Marklund’s och Snickare’s book, which brings up that we fall into gender roles 
without being aware of it. An example, Adamo says, is that already in early ages it is differ-
ences in how boys and girls group themselves. For example, in a soccer teams; boys realize 
early that someone scores more while someone else sits more on the bench. When the boy 
on the bench gets his chance on the field he takes it, since he wants to be the best one as 
well. Boys learn that it is always someone who is the best one, while girls think it is unfair if 
not everyone can participate. Men move forward in hierarchies while women walk in lines. 
Since men are used to the hierarchies they expect that not everyone can be similar. Women, 
on the other hand, expect that everybody should be the same and when someone get more 
attention or become better this creates jealousy.  

                                                

6 The Swedish National Agency for Higher Education, a central agency responsible for matters relating to in-
stitutions of higher education (Högskoleverket, 2006). 

7 The first female foreign minister of the United States (Marklund &  Snickare, 2003). 
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Herrmann also believes that women can be a barrier for other women, “but hopefully it 
does not happen too often,” she carries on. If you read gender literature you always hear 
about the queen bee, who is someone who wants to rule alone. “I believe this is less and 
less common.” Tivéus has also seen little of this, but she adds with a laugh; “You see want 
you want to see.” Within the field of psychology they often talk about selective perception, 
which ideas she agrees with. Sometimes she is aware of the fact that she does not want to 
see things, so instead of seeing the bad she just sees the good.       

Forsmark-Karlsson means that women might work against each other but at the same time 
she thinks the discussion is exaggerated. “It is always exceptions where women do not sup-
port each other, but I do not think this is a general behaviour.” She further claims that this 
can be just as common among men as women.  

5.2.2 Glass Ceiling  
”The reality shows that men and women have different opportunities to reach top posi-
tions,” Tivéus says. Women are not offered the opportunities, and it is especially a thresh-
old to employ women in branches that have been thought of as masculine. 

Herrmann’s says that a barrier can be the network, because if you do not know anyone, it is 
a barrier. Since most companies are male dominated, it is easier for men to create relation-
ships, and male networks which they promote from. Andersson means that men usually 
promote men by force of habit. Steen agrees with Andersson and claims that, it is all about 
the fact that men see men. Men do the military service together, they do sports together 
and they recruit from their circle of acquaintances.  

 

People usually promote from their networks. If they are dominated by men, 
 more men are promoted into top positions. 

(Eivor Andersson) 

 

Herrmann continues in line with Anderson’s discussion, and says that since many compa-
nies are male dominated it is easier for men to reach top positions. However, she means 
this is something that will be changed gradually when the number of women in the top 
management is increasing.  

“The situation has improved, but I believe it is still more difficult for women to reach top 
positions,” Forsmark-Karlsson reveals. The male values rules, since it is often men in the 
managerial bodies, and new candidates are therefore valued after a male point of view. “If 
they say that they cannot find any appropriate women, you can start wondering how they 
are thinking.” She continues to say that, of course, there are many qualified women; you 
just have to search for them. Maybe it is easier for women to reach top positions today but 
it has not been any revolutionary changes.  
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It is a need for more women in the managerial body. If you are alone you can affect your business, your or-
ganization and some decisions. However, to affect the work procedures and structures more women are 

needed. 

(Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson) 

 

“It has been commonly known that men should have more responsibility,” Andersson 
points out. This is in line with Forsmark-Karlsson, who means that many people assume 
that a top executive is a man. If she, for example, attends a meeting, with a male colleague, 
most people take for granted that the male colleague is the top executive. “This is most 
embarrassing for the person making the mistake,” she says with a smile, but points out that 
you need to be though-skinned in similar situations. Tivéus agrees with Forsmark-Karlsson 
and says that sometimes people look at her differently because she is a woman. This is 
something she really dislikes, but further points out that the peoples’ attitudes are usually 
different after they met once.   

Regardless to differences, and that women met some more obstacles on their way to their 
top, Andersson points out that she has never been treated unfairly just because she is a 
woman. Tivéus agrees, and says that she does not believe that something or someone has 
worked against her. The last years she has met people who have made her aware of that 
different opinions can cause conflicts. But this often depends on the fact that people have 
different values, she says.  

 

I have never met resistance just because I am a woman. 

(Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson) 

 

Also Adamo claims, that she does not believe in the glass ceiling. “I believe that men are 
afraid of women’s way of acting because they are not like men, but I would not say that 
there is an existing glass ceiling.” She would rather say that it is a steeplechase course for 
women. She means that it can be difficult for women, since the workplaces are mostly built 
on male norms.  

Tivéus believes that men and women come across different barriers on their way to top 
positions, but women’s greatest barrier is not the glass ceiling, it is the women themselves. 

5.3 Self-Confidence 
 

A reason to why women do not reach top positions is the women themselves. 

(Meg Tivéus) 

 

Herrmann and Tivéus agrees and says that, women tend to be more self critical than men, 
and this is, according to Herrmann, one of the major barriers that women create for them-
selves. Women need to say that they can, not only that they want.  
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“You need to believe in yourself,” Forsmark-Karlsson says. You should not think that you 
need to be perfect. “Good enough,” is an excellent expression. Women often underesti-
mate their own qualifications, even if they are just as good as their counterparts, men. It is 
therefore important that women have supportive people around themselves. If you, for ex-
ample, are going for an interview, you should have someone with you who can strengthen 
your self-confidence and make you believe in yourself.  

Tivéus points out that self-confidence is something she is lucky to be born with. She agrees 
with the other respondents and says that self-confidence is very important. However, 
sometimes she thinks; “do I dare to say this? Can I really make a contribution?” That 
thought would never cross the mind of a man, but is very common among women, she 
says. You should always think that you are not more stupid than somebody else. Herrmann 
continues the discussion and say that if women do not believe in themselves, no one else 
will believe in them either. 

 

Women are characterized by; “no I do not believe I can make it.”  Men do not think that way. 

  (Meg Tivéus) 

 

Adamo means that women who want to make career need to dare more. Women have a 
devil, who lives within them and depreciate them all the time with thoughts like; “God, 
why did I say that, so stupid.” Adamo often thinks there are situations she cannot manage. 
Men never think like that. Women need to overcome the devil within themselves and ear-
lier the better. More women than men think it is scary to make mistakes, but it is never 
dangerous to make a fool of oneself.  

 

Women have a devil within themselves, who tells them that;  
their thighs are too big, they have no knowledge and they are not good enough. 

(Amelia Adamo) 

 

According to Forsmark-Karlsson, a great advice is that you should be who you are and de-
velop your self-confidence. If you try to be someone else, people will easily see through 
you. If you, for example, pretend to be someone else during an interview it is difficult to 
live up to the expectations when you get the job. You should feel that you are proud of 
who you. This will also make it easier to move on forward.  

Adamo points out, that there are no questions about that women have not enough knowl-
edge to reach top positions. They have enough knowledge, but not enough self-confidence. 
The problem is that women do not put themselves forward, achieve space and become 
more self-confident. Tivéus means that, when women do not dare, they create a huge bar-
rier for themselves. “Women usually need more support to take the first steps,” she says. 
Herrmann agrees, and means that you need to dare to be seen. You can always decide 
weather you want to be visible or not. For example; in each meeting, you are able to speak 
out or be quiet. In this way you choose to be visible or not.   
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Since women do not dare to be seen they are not offered the opportunities. 

(Lena Herrmann) 

 

Adamo says that you should never hesitate on your own abilities, instead believe in your 
self all the way. “Sometimes, this means that you must take a step out from your comfort 
zone,” she says, and means that you should not be afraid of trying new things. “You need 
to dare,” she points out, over and over again. This is in fact also something that all respon-
dents strongly agree upon.  

 

I am energetic. I am creative. I dare. 

(Amelia Adamo) 

 

Steen points out, that you should dare and have the courage say “I try; I cannot do more 
than fail.” This way of thinking, and the fact that she has been foolhardy, has favoured her 
career path.  Furthermore, you should not be afraid of changing directions. “A career path 
is rarely straight as an arrow.” Steen’s has jumped from side to side, and she continues to 
say, “You just have to catch the opportunities when you get them.”  

 

When somebody offers you a position and you think that you are not good enough.  
So what?! It is not up to you to judge.  

It is up to someone else, and they have already decided that you can make it. 

(Anitra Steen) 

 

“I think I have reached top positions because I have an inability so say no. I have said yes,” 
Tivéus reveals. Herrmann further points out, that you should not be afraid of telling your 
manager that; “I have done this now and I am ready to do something else.” It is important 
to make active choices. Forsmark-Karlsson continues the discussion, and means that you 
should not either be afraid of making demands. “You should not be cowardly,” she says 
and points out women easily fall behind their male competitors since they are not good at 
make demands. For example it is such a big difference when men and women negotiate 
about their salaries. Women says; “give me what you think I am worth” while men 
says;”give me 20 000 more monthly.” However, you should not be too self-confident, 
Adamo continues. She once had a 25-year old girl who wanted an enormous salary and 82 
other things. “If I compare my self with her and her,” she said, “they are fifty years old and 
do the same thing as me.” Adamo told her that that it did not matter, since the older col-
leagues had much more experience. In the end Adamo did not want to employ her. You 
need to be good at making demands, but it is a huge difference of being good and unbear-
able.  

When Forsmark-Karlsson was offered the position as a bank manager she had never 
worked as a manager nor had knowledge from the bank sector. To dare to take risks has in 
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particular characterized her. “Maybe a little bit unwomanly,” she continues. Risk taking and 
to dare has thereafter categorized her career, where 100% control is rarely seen.  

 

Sometimes it is good to sail on deep water and not have knowledge about everything. 

(Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson) 

 

Nearly the same situation occurred for Andersson when she got offered a position as an 
advertising manager. She had never been a manager before and knew nothing about adver-
tising. On top of that, all employees were older than her. To get a job where you have to 
trust yourself and your employees is very stimulating. You bare a great risk since you do 
not have much experience. According to Andersson, this was very instructive, and she 
wishes she would get the opportunity to do something similar again.  

5.3.1 Risk Taking 
Herrmann follows the same direction and says that you need to make a solid appraisal of 
what risks you are prepared to take. You do not need to be extremely risk-taking, but you 
must know when you are prepared to take a risk and when you are not. If you choose to do 
things in your own way you always bear a greater risk. Because if it does not work out, 
which sometimes happens, you are fully responsible.  

Adamo continues to advocate the importance of taking decisions. She says that you need to 
be “decision-potent,” and add that it is a wonderful masculine word. It is better to make 
many decisions and tear up some, instead of not taking any at all. Adamo harmonize with 
Herrmann, who says that you will do some mistakes. However, she further adds, it does 
not mean that the whole world will fall apart. Instead you will learn from it.  

“Why am I a risk taker? I guess I have short memory. I forget that I cannot sleep and that I 
have worry when I start new projects,” Adamo says. “I have never felt as bad as when I 
started M Magazine”. But with a smile she adds; “maybe inside I want to prove I can ac-
complish many things. I drive myself very hard to accomplish my goals.” 

“I think you need courage,” Tivéus says, “but I am not sure that you can say that risk tak-
ing is the same as courage.” However, what she means with courage is that you should dare 
to take on greater responsibility, and believe that you can make it. Andersson also points 
out that you do not need to be risk taking but you need to have courage. She says that 
those are similar words but with different meanings. Courage means that you need to be 
self-confident and trust your own judgement. This is something she believes you must have 
to be able to reach a top position. Tivéus continues to say that, if you are risk taking it can 
easily take over and become a dangerous characteristic. “That is why I prefer the word 
courage instead of risk taking,” she declares.  

5.4 Motivation 
“What motivated me is that I did not want to live the life of my parents, at the same time I 
never dreamed of sitting here,” Amelia says, with a smile, and look at the amazing view 
over Stockholm. Even if money today is not her greatest driving force, it was the first and 
most important one. For example; the reason behind starting M Magazine, in 2006, was not 
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money, but the entrepreneurial spirit within her. Tivéus, on the other hand, points out that 
money has never been her main motivator, and further more she believes that most women 
hardly ever are motivated by money. For her has instead curiosity and the need for 
achievement been great driving forces.    

Steen says that she enjoys the opportunity to work with other people, because when you 
work together, you give and take, which results in a contribution to a project. The contri-
bution of working together is much larger than working one by one. She likes to develop 
and work with the strengths of the group, and this truly motivates her, she says. It is moti-
vating when a manager says that you have done a great job, but she believes that own satis-
faction of getting caught of an assignment is what she find true pleasure in.  

 

I believe that 1 + 1 = 3 

(Anitra Steen) 

 

My employers have always given me the opportunity to develop my skills. This has led to that I always have 
loved to work and see the results of my own work. 

(Anitra Steen)  

 

Forsmark-Karlsson proceeds on the same line, saying she enjoys when people around her 
grow and succeed, even if this includes people leaving the organization. Part of the leader-
ship is to let people move on forward in their careers, she reveals. This is also something 
that Andersson agrees upon, because she really enjoys seeing people grow around her. She 
says that she is not the typical manager or coach, who all the time cares about how other 
people feel. Instead her employees are able to take on a great amount of self responsibility. 
At the same time she demands a lot, which makes people grow. This in turn makes 
Andersson motivated, and she explains it as a good circle. 

5.4.1 Need for Achievement 
Goal orientation, need for achievement and competitiveness is something that Adamo be-
lieves are different for men and women already in the childhood. However, she means, 
there is a reason for this. When girls are between seven and twelve years old they cultivate 
relationships. They walk arm in arm and play with each other. What is also worth mention-
ing is that three persons are always one too much. Boys, on the other hand, cultivate teams. 
They all the time try to beat each other through competition; “Who can jump highest? 
Who run fastest?” They socialise within a competition society and try to win everything. 
During these five years the girls are totally busy trying to become young women. They look 
themselves in mirrors and try to be polite. “I do not mean that this is wrong but the society 
is formed by men and when women want to take part in the competition they are already 
behind.” Women then need to learn how to compete. “Oh, dear me, I should have raised 
my hand now. Oh dear me, I should have said that I wanted that job. Oh, dear me, I 
should have positioned my self better.” Adamo says that it is not a good society, but means 
that it looks like this. If you want to compete you always need to adapt to current condi-
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tions and then make changes. In order to do this, women need to adapt to the already es-
tablished male standards.  

Men are expected to have a greater need for achievement than women, according to 
Andersson. This is something that Forsmark-Karlsson agrees upon, and she means that all 
women do not want to reach top positions. “Since men usually are expected to strive for 
success, it can be easier for them to reach a top position,” Andersson continues. She means 
that no one usually expects a woman to become a top executive, and women do not feel 
the same encouragement from people around them. Women therefore need to have a 
greater driving force within them.  

Herrmann means that the greatest reason behind her success is that she always tries to 
move forward, find something new and she sees everything as challenges. Andersson say 
that her achievements somehow depend on her ability to set and extend goals. She is very 
goal oriented and have had, at least during her first ten years, a clear structure of what she 
wanted to do. As her responsibilities were extended her personal goals became more and 
more unclear. Instead focus was put on the company’s results.    

The ability to radiate your need for achievement is, according to Andersson, a great charac-
teristic. Her first employer, Scandic, were able to see this and invested in her.  However, 
she continues “If you are too goal oriented you easily fail to see what happens around 
you.” This is exactly what Andersson did in the beginning of her career. Her goal was to 
become sales manager. This was her dream job and she could not imagine something more 
enjoyable. She got offered a position as advertising manager but turned it down. Her man-
ager, at that time, advised her to sit down and rethink the situation. Andersson was told 
that, this was a chance that could not be missed. In the end she took the job, but nearly 
missed the chance because she was too focused to become sales manager and forgot to 
consider other opportunities.  

 

If you have a goal, work for it really hard, because than you will reach it. 

(Eivor Andersson) 

 

Andersson also brought something into the organization that the other did not have. She 
had the experience from sales and knew what the customers wanted. The other employees 
were good at producing advertising but missed the feeling for what the customer wanted. 
They merged their capabilities and this resulted in a successful cooperation. “The year it 
lasted,” Andersson says with a smile, because than she became sales manager.   

5.5 Mentoring 
For long have inexperienced workers searched for help and advice from older and more 
experienced colleagues, but the word mentoring is a new concept, according to Steen. She 
has had support and guidance from older colleagues in almost all work places, and this has 
turned out to be very important. Mistakes are not avoidable, but with help from colleagues 
some can be prevented from happening. Adamo take the discussion further by mentioning 
that not only colleagues can work as mentors, but also family, friends or even your friends 
mother.  
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Adamo says, you should have more than one mentor, and let them influence you in differ-
ent ways. This is in accordance with Forsmark-Karlsson and Herrmann, who have had dif-
ferent mentors’ at different stages in life. According to Forsmark-Karlsson the need for a 
mentor changes over time and it depends on the problems you face. A reliable and trustful 
friend can sometimes be the best mentor, and in other situations can an experienced man-
ager be the best one.  

 

The world is full of influences. They are everywhere. Just look for them, ask for them and grab them. 

(Amelia Adamo) 

 

Andersson stresses the importance of a good manager and underlines that she has been 
gifted with once that have been meaningful to her. This is in accordance with Herrmann, 
who points out that she is working very close to her chairman. She also addresses the fact 
that she is influenced by people underneath her in the organizational hierarchy.      

Andersson points out that she has never had any particular mentor that has given her ad-
vice or feedback in work situations, but she put the light on the importance of having 
meaningful people around you. Tivéus continues in the same direction and says “I have not 
had the luck of having a mentor, and I may have missed that, but in later stages of my ca-
reer I have had friends and colleagues, who have supported me.” Andersson and Steen 
agree, and say that if you need a mentor you should actively search for one. Steen points 
out that she has encouraged her sons to look for a mentor, since it can be difficult to know 
which way to go when you are a newly examined academic. 

 

Do not believe that you can stand alone. The burden will become too heavy. 

(Lena Herrmann) 

 

Forsmark-Karlsson stresses the importance of a good manager, and Steen continues to say 
that she has met managers who have valued, supported and helped her to make progress 
within the organizations. “If you have a bad relation with your manager you should try to 
find a new one,” Forsmark-Karlsson points out and says that it is very important that your 
relationship works. Also Adamo agrees, and says; “you cannot change your parents, but 
you can change your manager.”  

5.6 Networking 
According to Andersson it has become very popular to build networks. Many networks are 
therefore created with people that seem to fit together. However, the reality tells you that 
networks do not always bear fruit, and you should not create networks just because. It can 
also be a time issue to join networks, because you cannot participate in all you receive in-
quiries from. “Networks do not create themselves and you must invest your time,” Fors-
mark-Karlsson says. However, you build networks over the years, both personal and pro-
fessional. 
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The most important thing with networks is that you need to cultivate them. 

(Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson) 

 

Adamo and Tivéus points out networks are very important and stimulating, and Herrmann 
believes that networks are of high importance when you want to climb the career ladder 
within the organisation. However, Steen does not believe it is of any importance when it 
comes to job opportunities. She has been offered jobs because she has been on the right 
place at the right time. However, networks have helped her in other ways, for example to 
meet people in different work situations with different types of knowledge and experiences.  

All the respondents indicate that you can have different kinds of networks. Tivéus, for ex-
ample, participates in different networks, some consisting of only women and some with 
both genders. Her organized networks, for example top executive networks, usually consist 
of men with Tivéus as the only woman. Steen further points out that the type of network 
influences the centre of attention of the group. Groups with both genders usually discuss 
experiences, while female networks focus more on encouragement.  

Anderson participates in the network, Finska Akademien8, created in 2001. They only have 
a few members who already know each other, and this is considered to be a great advan-
tage. When they meet they do not need to spend time to get to know each others values 
and experiences, instead rewarding discussions can take place immediately. They welcome 
new members, who are elected on recommendations, but at the same time they do not 
want to grow too big. Finska Akademien has published a book about leadership, but is 
apart from that they not very public.     

5.7 Balance in Life 
All respondents agree on the fact that reaching a top position is time consuming. However, 
Herrmann says that you need to make an active choice, whether you want to spend time on 
your work or not. If you do not, you might end up in a situation where you spend a lot of 
time on your work, and you are not satisfied with it. Herrmann says that she has made an 
active choice to spend a lot of time on her work, but she would not say that she has given 
up anything. But it is important that you also have time for your own interests. Forsmark-
Karlsson stresses the fact that if you work a lot, other things will suffer. Nevertheless, 
Tivéus says, you should never give up your family. This is an advice she gives young 
women who want to make careers. “Too many women get pregnant too late” she says and 
points out that the most important thing in life is to become a mother.  

Tivéus continues to say that she has not given up anything, but you can always discuss how 
much time you have spent on your children. Steen felt that she did not spend enough time 
with her children when she worked at the Ministry of Finance. But her children, who were 
4, 5 and 10 years old at the time, do not share the same opinion. The point is that your 
children do not suffer as much as you do.  

                                                

8 A non-profit organization for people from Finland, who are work and live in Sweden (Finska Akademien, 
2006).   
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Gradually you discover that, damn; I should have made better use of my time. 

(Anitra Steen) 

 

Steen thinks this is something she has learned from, and continues to say that it is impor-
tant that young people have time to be parents. She states that young people are much bet-
ter, productive and efficient when they work if they have time to be parents. A more flexi-
ble work place makes it easier for people to be both parents and efficient workers. If you 
need to be at home and take care of your children you should be able to bring the work 
with you.  Forsmark-Karlsson carries on the discussion and says that she would not have 
been a better mother if she would have worked less. “Of course, your interests will suffer 
but it is cyclic,” she says. When you work and have small children it is you and your own 
interests who will suffer. However, when your children get older you will have more time 
for other things.  

Forsmark-Karlsson means that you need to realise that some things cannot anyone else but 
yourself be in charge of. “I am good at pressing the on-, and off-button and when I am off 
I am off,” she says. For example she does not read any e-mail on her free time. “Of course, 
I am available, but I try to organize things in a way so I can have a free time.” When she 
goes home on Friday evening she presses the off-button and first on Monday morning she 
turns it on again. The home is an area free from work. This suit her, but others might want 
to bring their work with them home. Especially parents with small children want to go 
home earlier in the afternoons to work from home. It is important that you do what suits 
you best.   

“A lot of women cannot let go of their work when they come home, since they are too 
empathic,” Adamo says. If someone of the employees feels bad, for example after a di-
vorce, it occupies a woman manager’s mind. If it was a male manager instead, it would have 
left his mind the same time he started his car. Instead he thinks about his golf handicap or 
something similar. The empathy stands in the way for women. “Of course, I do not want a 
society without empathy, but women are too empathic for their good.” They bring the 
problems with them home and cannot sleep at night. “A lot of people ask me about differ-
ences in men’s and women’s leadership styles. There is only one, the worries that leads to 
sleepless nights. Women developed the empathy for over thousands years ago. “However, 
you should not turn 30 and be as tough as I have become over the years.” Adamo says that 
she is a typical person who brings home a bag with problems. “No, I cannot move that 
person because she has a handicapped son, than I give her one more problem.” It went 
well even if Adamo a very empathic manager form the beginning. Gradually she realized 
that she could not be responsible for the lives of other people. “I know I should not say 
this, so gender researchers could hear, but women are much more worried and they care 
much more.”   

“Given up something? - No!” Andersson says and shake her head. Before she got her 
daughter she spent a lot of time at exhibitions and studied history of art. It is not much 
time for this at the moment, but, she says and shrugs her shoulders, it will be time for this 
later. Now all free time goes to her 5 year old daughter and the things that are musts, for 
example the gardens.  
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Forsmark-Karlsson agrees on the fact that other things will suffer when you work as much 
as a top positioned woman do. But when you do not have time for your interests it is im-
portant that you have fun at work. This is the case for Forsmark-Karlsson, and since she 
connects work with fun, she strongly believes that she has not given up anything.   

Adamo has the same opinion as the other respondents and says that if you work 60 hours 
weekly you have to give up other things. However, Adamo’s work is really fun but not re-
laxing. With a laugh she says that she cannot play golf or ride a horse and her swimming 
abilities are just good enough to survive. But even if she cannot do anything else than being 
an editor in chief, she would not like to change the life she lives.  

 

I have given up my interests. I cannot do anything. I use to say that I cannot even dress myself. 

(Amelia Adamo) 

 

“It is impossible to say how much I work,” Andersson says, “therefore even if I am not in 
the office my brain is still there.” She is always thinking about things, some she is aware of 
and some she is not. This is the leader’s dilemma. She usually relaxes as most when she is 
mowing the lawn. She means that she then can walk around and think in peace. “I do not 
know what I am thinking about, but I am relaxing.”     

Forsmark-Karlsson further says that you cannot be a CEO and think you are going to work 
eight hours daily. You fool yourself if you believe so. But at the same time there may not 
be a must to work sixteen hours per day.  

“A CEO never works less than 60 hours weekly,” Tivéus argues. However, you are always 
online and you need to be available all the time. Forsmark-Karlsson continues to say that 
you, as a top executive, you can easily work all the time but you have to decide that some 
things needs time, for example to create networks or go to the gym. Adamo also stresses 
the importance of taking time off for exercise, yoga or whatever you prefer to do. If you do 
not reserve time it will not happen. Women usually talk about allowing themselves things. 
Men never allow themselves, for example, new golf equipment; it is obvious for them to 
buy it. Women say, “Now I am going to allow myself a spa weekend,” as if they were not 
worth it. By looking on themselves that way, women feel worse than men. “I think it is 
very important as a woman, and a manager, to understand what makes you feel good.” 
Adamo advices that you should do something for yourself one hour every day, for exam-
ple; read, exercise, go for a walk, go shopping or do what you really enjoy. “However, when 
you earn a lot of money, you can also buy other’s time,” Adamo says and continuous, “I 
earn a lot of money, but I do not save them.” She likes to travel and have a nice living. 
“For example yesterday I had a chef at home who made my dinner,” she says and points 
out; “You should not die curious.”   

5.8 Final Advices 
It is important to increase the amount of women in top positions, according to Forsmark-
Karlsson. The Swedish population consists of 50% women and companies customers are 
in most cases from both genders. This means that companies need to have both women’s 
and men’s perspectives in the management, in order to understand what the customers 
really want. Adamo continues and asks “why would not half of the population contribute 
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even more?” With this she agrees with Forsmark-Karlsson and means that it is important 
to bring in more women into top positions.  

It is also important to achieve a mix of women and men in the workplace and there are 
many reasons for that, Andersson says. One example is when women and men discuss dif-
ferent problems. Women pick ideas from here and there, and they can for example say: “I 
heard there, I read there, I saw there.” Andersson calls this phenomenon to “pick balls.” 
Women do this, either quiet on their own or loud together with others. How they come 
along depends on their personality. Men have the ability to instead look at a problem 
through, what Andersson calls, a pipe. After looking through the pipe carefully, for very 
long time, without loosing their focus, they make a very good analysis of the problem. Men 
get very irritated if a woman is picking balls in the middle of their analysis. It is also difficult 
for men to understand women, since it is difficult to move and see the different balls 
through the pipe. However, too many men in a group tend to stare in the same pipe instead 
of looking into separate once. On the other hand, too many women tend to pick too many 
new ideas, which results in that no one brings together the ideas and make a proper analy-
sis. It is good to have both men’s and women’s perspective when looking at a problem and 
mixed groups are therefore preferred. “Of course, women can also look through pipes and 
be analytic, and men can pick balls,” Andersson says, but generally men and women behave 
differently and mixed groups are therefore the best alternative. 

Steen also put the light on that if you want to create mixed groups you may need to employ 
from a specific gender. It is up to the managers to accomplish gender diversity within 
groups. It is just to decide that this time I am going to employ a woman or that now I want 
a man because I have too many women. “We have both men and women in Systembo-
laget’s management and it is not a mere chance.” Steen further says that you need to let the 
recruitment process take time because the capable women are there, but it might take time 
to find them.   

However, Tivéus claims that it is rare that an employer search for either a man or a woman. 
It is only within the Social Democracy you talk about that it should be “every other 
woman”, but otherwise you do not think that way, instead you look at how capable a per-
son is. Some branches are also much more masculine or feminine. Tivéus has worked in 
the forest business, which is seen as a particular masculine branch. “I am a very androgy-
nous person,” she says and further points out that she does not really care about gender in 
the daily business. “I do not see people as sex objects,” Tivéus reveals and continues to say 
that she does not think about herself as a woman rather as a human being.  

 

I think many women, who reach top positions, are androgynous. 

(Meg Tivéus) 

 

Adamo on the other hand, claims that the sexual roles are difficult to forget just because 
you are in a business environment. “We are all sexual human beings, and it is difficult to 
suddenly become neutral at work,” she says. A man may look more into your eyes than 
hear what you say. This will never happen to a man. When he talks you hear what he says, 
but may not remember the colour of his eyes. But if someone gets lost in your eyes and 
you realize it, it is okay as long as he takes you seriously.  
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However, Forsmark-Karlsson says that if you are not comfortable in a situation you are in, 
you should do something about it. It is important that you do not se yourself as a victim. 
Steen continues with the discussion and points out that if you see yourself as a victim you 
limit yourself. You can see prejudices against women in different ways but you need to take 
it with a sense of humour and do not let yourself be limited. “You should make the deci-
sion to not see yourself as a victim,” she points out over again. It can difficult, but some-
times you need to take hard decision, and especially as a manager, Andersson says. Even if 
you have many good employees you are alone when it comes to say “this is how we do it.” 
Many times you need courage to make hard decisions. Since some people have more cour-
age this results in that some have more responsibilities than others. The choices you make 
may not always have positive effects on the people around you. You need to live with that, 
and it is therefore important to have the courage to make the decisions since they affect 
people in one way or another.   

Steen continues to say that you need to take a lot of decisions in a management position. 
You should be clear about that you do not always make all the right decisions. It is than 
important that you have the ability to change your solutions and say; “We do it this way in-
stead.” It is very important that you, as a person in a leading position, have the ability to 
analyze, draw conclusions, easily create an opinion and above all, make decisions. You just 
have to practise to develop your abilities and your knowledge. 

According to Adamo, women usually do not dare to use their knowledge, and knowledge is 
important for reaching the top. To be able to increase your knowledge, Andersson contin-
ues, it is important that you are curious and ready to learn new things all the time. Do not 
ever believe that you already know it all. For example Andersson says she is a member of 
the board of Statens Järnvägar in order to give and take knowledge.  

In accordance with Adamo and Andersson, Herrmann believes that knowledge is impor-
tant. She gained a lot of knowledge from the time as an IT-consultant. There she worked 
with a lot of different industries and a lot of different questions, which easily furnished her 
with a lot of knowledge. She thinks that if she would have taken another directions, been 
business controller, she would not have been in the position where she is today. 

In order to achieve more knowledge and develop yourself, Steen means that you should 
not be afraid of changing workplace at regular basis. If you do change work from time to 
time you get a wider perspective than if you just follow a career path on a straight line. You 
should also be careful with getting stuck in staff or support functions. For example, a posi-
tion as personnel manager locks you in. Instead try to be within the organizations, develop 
your competencies and bring the company forward.         

No matter what happen you should, according to Forsmark-Karlsson, not overestimate 
yourself. She means that you can quit your job tomorrow and it will still go very well for 
the company. “Do not make too much fuss about yourself.” 

 

As a leader you should not overestimate your importance. 

  (Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson) 

 

“I think it is historical characterized with fewer women in top positions. It has always been 
like this and it takes time to change,” Herrmann says and continues to say that if you look 
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back in time fewer women had higher education. “If you want to reach certain positions 
today you need higher education,” she says. But she also claims that education is not every-
thing. She rather believe that since it is less women in top positions it must be something in 
common with the once who are there. They may be a bit tougher and dare to be them-
selves a little bit more. The most women, in top positions, she has met has made active 
choices and dared to be themselves. They are more straight forward and distinct than oth-
ers.   

Forsmark-Karlsson has always been very goal-oriented. By that she means she has not al-
ways known what direction to take, but she has dared to try. Herrmann advocates the need 
to work with questions that you are engaged in; otherwise you will not be able to spend the 
time that is needed to reach a top position.  

As a conclusion Steen says that you should not think too much about tomorrow. You 
should instead use your power and energy to think about what abilities and opportunities 
you have today. If you do the other way around, you easily loose your energy on things that 
will not give you any results. If you have fun and like your work, you will see effects of it. 
But if you instead spend all your time dreaming of where you want to be, you will not do a 
good job where you are at the moment. What Steen means is that you need to find happi-
ness in what you do today.  This is something that all the respondents agree upon. 
Herrmann points out that you need to find out what you really enjoy and what you want to 
do. In this way you will avoid to get on the wrong track. You should think first and act 
thereafter. “If you realise that you do not enjoy what you do, do something else,” Fors-
mark-Karlsson says. No one else will realise this for you so it is important that you do it on 
your own. 

 

You only have one life and it is you who decide what directions to take. No one else will do that for you be-
cause it is your life. 

(Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson) 
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6 Analysis  
This chapter is aiming at a deeper understanding of how women have reached top executive positions. The 
empirical findings were analyzed with assistance of the theories, presented in the frame of references.  The 
chapter ends with a discussion about the theoretical contribution we believe we have given the field of knowl-
edge.  

6.1 Introduction 
It is not an easy to understand why women are underrepresented on top positions in busi-
nesses, and it may be difficult to realize the difficulties women come across on their way to 
the top. In order to understand, we have to look away from assumed barriers, and start 
looking at how women have made it to the top, so far. One should not be satisfied with the 
answer that it is more difficult for women to get to the top or that women do not want to 
become top executives. Instead one need to explore and discover how women should 
overcome the existing barriers, and understand why there are so few women as top execu-
tives.   

Businesses must relate to their customers in order to create sustainable relationships, and 
firms should truly view their customers as the most important aspect of the business activ-
ity. It is therefore important that the managerial body consists of both men and women, in 
order to mirror the composition of the customers. In accordance with Hayward (2005), 
Forsmark-Karlsson means that women are important in business activity, since it is of high 
importance to relate to the customers. Few women have so far gained access to executive 
positions in organizations. Despite some improvements, many would claim that the pace of 
change is still far too slow given the number of qualified women in the labour market. The 
Swedish population consists of 50% women, which implies that a female perspective is 
needed also in the top management in companies to build up an understanding for needs 
and wants among the whole population. Even thou Herrmann agree on the fact that it is a 
need for more women in top management, she firmly points out the importance of having 
the best person, no matter if it is a man or a woman. However, the probability to find the 
most competent person is bigger when choosing from the whole population, instead of just 
among one gender. With this debate in mind, Adamo agrees and put the light on the con-
tribution that the female workforce gives the whole society. It can therefore be said that it 
is an important issue for the business and the whole society to achieve gender equality in 
top executive positions. This is also claimed by Hayward (2005) who means that women’s 
input in the business can be of importance for the companies’ success. 

Women and men are considered to behave differently, and to have different characteristics. 
This enriches in group compositions, according to Andersson, and she believes that a bal-
ance between the genders should be in focus for the companies. Adamo discuss, in accor-
dance with Davidson and Burke (2000), that personality characteristics are influencing the 
leadership style. Women are often very emotional and empathic, which influences both 
their personal and professional lives. Emotional stability is therefore important for women 
when they are going to take decisions, and they also need to realize that a manager cannot 
always be responsible for the lives of the employees. Andersson agrees with Davidson and 
Burke (2000), and means that an important personality characteristic is the ability to take 
decisions. Leaders must, according to Andersson, be able to take decisions, and also be re-
sponsible for the outcomes. Some people can handle the tension that comes with more de-
cisions, and it is therefore some people have more responsibilities than others. Adamo 
agrees with Andersson and Davidson and Burke (2000), and say that women who want to 



 

 52 

become top executive need to be “decision-potent”. She argues that it is better to take de-
cisions and tear up some, instead of not taking any at all. Steen means that there will 
probably be situations where mistakes are made, but one should instead learn from them 
rather than avoid them.  

6.2 Barriers 
Women who strive for the top will for sure come across barriers on their way. Andersson 
handled the barriers by daring to stand out from the female crowd and she became visible, 
just in line with the thoughts of Wellington (2001). Brooks (1999) continues the discussion 
and say that women should spend their time efficiently in order to become visible. Such as 
caring about others and solve other problems, takes too much time from women managers.  

Forsmark-Karlsson and Herrmann mean, in accordance with Bengtson (1989) that barriers 
that women come across on their way to top positions can only be solved from inside the 
organizations. This means that women cannot change present conditions from the outside, 
instead they need to get into the organizations in order to make differences. This cannot be 
made by one single woman. Women have to work together to create a more beneficial 
business climate. It is only when women help and support each other a resist against the 
male dominated work situation can be formed. With this in mind, Molin (2000) stresses the 
importance of that women should work together and support each other instead of work-
ing against each other. To meet talented, driving and creative women in business situations 
can be truly inspiring and help other women to grow. Ideally all women in businesses 
should support each other, but unfortunately that is not always the case.      

6.2.1 Women Work against Each Other    
That women might work against each other is often, according to Mooney (2005), referred 
to as a taboo subject. But often, in addition to other challenges, there are also barriers that 
women created for each other. Women need to learn from the men, how to argue and let 
things go. Men are often much better of not holding feelings of bitterness. 

Women often feel jealousy and inferiority when other women succeed, and this creates bar-
riers between them. Adamo discuss, in accordance with Arhén and Zaar (1997) that 
women’s way of grouping, and working, depends on how they traditionally order them-
selves. Women are already in early ages focusing on fairness and prefer to order themselves 
in lines, while men use hierarchical structures. Males are almost, according to Adamo, born 
with a team spirit attitude and the military chain of command develops these ideals further. 
It means that men, in early stages of life, learn that someone is above them in the hierarchy. 
Women get behind from the beginning, and when they start to compete, they are not used 
to it, and it’s created jealousy. According to Gustafsson (2004) this is very common among 
women. Tivéus agrees but cannot understand why it is like this. She points out, at the same 
time, that she has never felt inferiority from other women. Adamo has neither had any per-
sonal experience of that women are working against each other, but she is at the same time 
aware of the phenomenon. Instead of feeling inferiority, women should support each 
other, and instead of working against each other, women should work in unions towards a 
greater good. It does not only favor one woman, but the whole female population. There-
fore it maybe should be a special place in hell for women who do not help each other, just 
like the first female foreign minister in the United States, Madeleine Albright once said. 
Also Forsmark-Karlsson is aware of the fact that women often are afraid that other women 
will pass them on the career ladder. However, it exists, and this is something Steen closely 
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has observed during her career path. In one workplace, were nearly all people underneath 
her were women, she met a lot of resistance. The women were incapable of having a fe-
male leader. At this workplace, many potential women lost their engagement since other 
women worked against them. This can be seen as a common problem within female domi-
nated workplaces. Also Herrmann sees women as barriers for other women but at the same 
time hope it is a diminishing problem. And as Forsmark-Karlsson sum up; that jealousy 
and inferiority is not only a problem among women also men might experience this phe-
nomenon.        

6.2.2 Glass Ceiling 
In recent years, there has been an increasing concern that gender bias has prevented 
women from advancing as rapidly, and frequently as men into management positions. Al-
though the number of women managers has increased, they may experience difficulties 
moving into upper management positions. Tivéus associate with Wirth (2001) and says that 
reality often shows that there are barriers that women run into when they try to reach top 
positions. Women often enter the corporate world at the secretarial level, which requires 
them to handle detail-oriented tasks. However, when they move from middle management 
into top management, they may need to shift their focus from details to the big picture and 
focus more on the grand strategy. This in accordance with Still (1994), who claims that 
women often choose lateral career paths and can therefore experience problems in a verti-
cal movement. The barriers are often rooted in underlying organisational thinking, and in 
the thoughts that women need to balance work and family commitments. This means that 
women are not offered positions to the same extent as men. This is often, according to 
Drake and Solberg (1995) and Wirth (2001), referred to as the glass ceiling; a synonym to 
the fact that women often just reach lower levels of leadership in the hierarchy. This means 
that women are limited by an invisible ceiling, in their attempts to reach higher positions.  
Supporters of this idea say, the glass is clear, and the women who are forced under the ceil-
ing probably do not even notice it, at first. But if they try to go through the glass, they 
would quickly recognise that the ceiling prohibited rise to higher levels of the hierarchy. 
The glass ceiling is one of the most compelling metaphors used to analyze inequalities be-
tween men and women in the workplace, according to Wirh (2001). The glass ceiling also 
describes barriers for further advancement among the female population, attained at certain 
levels in the hierarchy. But the question is weather it really is a glass ceiling that is keeping 
women from reaching top positions or if it depend on interplay of several factors asked?  

Forsmark-Karlsson explains that she often meets prejudices that men are expected to be 
managers. With this in mind, also Molin (2000) and Wahl et al. (1998) describe that women 
are often not seen as top positioned managers. They therefore need to be tougher to han-
dle the resistance often met in business situations. Andersson take the discussion further by 
saying that it is common that men are expected to have more responsibilities, but Tivéus 
thinks that those prejudices are changing when more women are getting into top positions. 
This means that women may experience many tough challenges in their careers. The prin-
ciples of the term, glass ceiling, is not only hindering half of the population, it is also hin-
ders the society as a whole. Therefore it is time to tear it down and break those barriers. 
Keep in mind that it's a glass ceiling, not cement. 

Forsmark-Karlsson strongly believes that she never met any resistance during her way to 
the top, just because she is a woman. Andersson and Tivéus also agree, since they never 
have been treated unfairly because of their gender. Also Adamo strongly believe that there 
is no existence of a so called glass ceiling, hindering women for reaching top positions. In-
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stead she thinks women’s career paths can be seen as a steeplechase course, where only the 
women themselves decide how far they will go. With this discussion in mind, Winn (2004) 
stresses that the glass ceiling is often taken for granted when there actually are other rea-
sons behind failure or barriers. Still (1994) indicates together with Bengtson (1989), David-
son and Burke (2000) and Wirth (2001) that women’s choice of career might block their 
progress of promotion within companies. Many women also suffer from lack of confi-
dence, as Fielden and Davidson (2005) also mention, which hinder them from reaching top 
managerial positions. Therefore maybe the phenomenon of the glass ceiling and its proc-
esses are things of the past and need to be reconsidered. There will probably always be 
prejudices about women in business. But, there is no reason to dream up these male-led 
conspiracies that are aimed at denying women chances for advancement. As long as the so-
ciety is not perfect, there will always be discrimination. But, those businesses that continue 
to hire only men at top executive positions will eventually find themselves at a huge disad-
vantage, because they fail to notice the large part of the competencies within the female 
part of the society. 

Also Andersson and Forsmark-Karlsson reveals that they think women meet special barri-
ers when they climb the career ladder. When women understand and prepare themselves 
for the challenges they might meet on their way, it is easier to come across them. Women 
should therefore analyze them and do something about them. It is good to reflect upon the 
resistance with colleagues or members in once network, and realize that barriers are not 
impossible to overcome. 

6.3 Self-Confidence 
Tivéus means that no matter if there is an existence of a glass ceiling or not, the major is-
sues crossing women’s way to top positions is the women themselves. In order to reach the 
top, women need to work with their self-confidence. Bengtson (1989) says that self-
confidence is a manner that allows people to have positive views of themselves and their 
situations. Self-confident people trust their own capacity, have a sense of control in their 
lives, and believe that, within reason, they will be able to do what they wish, plan, and 
expect. With this discussion in mind, Tivéus shares the thoughts of Bengtson (1989), 
meaning that women are often barriers to themselves when they lack self-confidence. 
Women do not often dare, and they therefore need a lot of encouragement and support. 
This leads to something that all respondents agree upon, the fact that women often be-
come too considerate, and in that way create barriers and obstacles for themselves that are 
very hard to get through. This obstructs women’s reach for top positions within businesses. 
Also Herrmann stresses the importance for women to dare and to try new things. Women 
often create unnecessary barriers by tending to be critical and worried. Instead of seeing 
opportunities and try things out, women have a tendency to say that they cannot, instead of 
that they will try, and that they want. To create self-esteem and believe in oneself the 
woman must believe as well. No one can create a strong belief among the audience without 
having self-confidence.  

According to Wellington (2001), some people are born with self-confidence, and some 
people achieve it along the way. However, he mentions that most people develop their self-
confidence from their successes and from how well they learn from their failures. This 
means that if one needs to be more confident and create a higher level of self-esteem, one 
should start tackling projects assignments that one knows. If a woman set goals she now 
she can achieve, and then put the bar a little bit higher each time, she will learn. If one not 
succeed with some goals, it is important to take a closer look and learn something from 
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them. Failures are also important, because one can learn from them. This is also something 
that is claimed by Lassen and Shaw (1990) who means that women should learn from the 
mistakes that are done.  

Tivéus has never experienced any kinds of barriers within herself. That she is an androgy-
nous person might have helped her, since she does not care at all about gender issues in the 
daily business. Many women that are reaching top positions are considered to be quite an-
drogynous, according to Tivéus, and Winn (2004) and Marongiu et al. (2000) are willing to 
agree. Many young people are, according to Winn (2004), becoming more androgynous and 
female and male qualities are valued equally. This creates an understanding for that the 
glass ceiling does not exist among people where gender differences are not seen as prob-
lems and instead as advantages. The glass ceiling is therefore much created by the women 
themselves. Women with tendency to identify people by gender are creating barriers to 
themselves.   

Adamo and Forsmark-Karlsson believe together with Hayward (2005) that self-confidence 
and the belief in one owns abilities are important factors for women when they strive for 
top positions. But there is no need to think that leaders have to be perfect. Instead a pos-
session of confidence, including stop questioning and hesitating, are important to create 
support among the workers. Because if a women striving for the top is, according to Fors-
mark-Karlsson, questioning herself, people around her will start to hesitate on her abilities 
too. The level of confidence and self-esteem is usually the result of how we see ourselves, 
which also is ultimately to how people will see us. How people interact and respond to us is 
a mirror of how we see ourselves. So if we want do not have a high level of self-
confidence, we should stop focusing our negative qualities, what we do wrong or what we 
cannot do. If we do not do that, we are our biggest enemy. This discussion is in line with 
Bengtson (1989) who further stresses the importance of realizing that there is no need to 
believe that the leader should be perfect. Women who want to reach top positions cannot 
be afraid of trying new things and think that they are not good enough. Carter-Scott and 
Fraser (2004) agree and think that query and uncertainty obstruct women on their reach for 
top positions. The audience easily recognizes if someone is secure or not, and Forsmark-
Karlsson puts the light on that it is not only what women say, but also how they say it, that 
matters.  

Tivéus have a positive attitude and feel very self-confident but is much aware of the fact 
that women often hesitate on their own abilities. To build up a strong confidence and a 
firm believe in one owns abilities, Forsmark-Karlsson put the light on the importance of 
being surrounded by people who strengthen one’s confidence. To become a top executive 
one should find the strengths, make out the best of them, add passion, and the road ahead 
will be much shorter. Our self-esteem increases as we achieve our goals. We like and re-
spect ourselves more and more, so our attitudes improve and we become more confident 
people who can accomplish even more.  

Steen points out in accordance with Molin (2000) that it is common among women that 
they hesitate on their own abilities in promotion situations. Steen means that women 
should try to realize that if they are offered a position someone else already believe in them 
and their knowledge. Therefore it is pointless to questioning; instead use the energy to per-
form. The worst thing that can happen is that one fail. Forsmark-Karlsson does not believe 
that there is a guideline for how women should behave when reaching top positions. In-
stead experience is important. The best solution is to find strengths and use them in the 
best way. It is also important to create an understanding for the weaknesses and in the best 
ways try to develop them into strengths or as far as possible, avoid them. Adamo continues 
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on the same line and emphasizes that women often have the knowledge and experience 
needed; what they lack is the courage to be seen and to be visible in the crowds. Women 
often have a devil living inside of them telling them that they are not good enough. The 
sooner women dare to stand up to the devil, the better.  

Bengtson (1989) and Molin (2000) highlight the importance for women striving for top po-
sitions to dare. They will not become successful if they do not dare to try new things, take 
on new responsibilities, and be in new work situations or among new colleagues. Adamo 
agrees, with support from all respondents, that women need to take a step out of their 
comfort zones and dare to take on new responsibilities and do new things. Bengtson (1989) 
point out that the journey to top positions is not only easy and fun but also includes barri-
ers and obstacles that have to be solved. Steen continues on the subject by further pointing 
out that a career path is very seldom straight as an arrow, and instead influenced by coinci-
dences and opportunities along the way. Women should not be afraid of changing work 
places on a regular basis to get a wider experience. Herrmann also stresses the importance 
of daring to take new directions in the career and by that also take active choices. 

Bengtson (1989) and Wellington (2001) further means that women need to try to be heard 
and to stand out. This is in accordance with the thoughts of Adamo, Andersson and 
Herrmann, who stresses the importance of women to be heard in work places. Herrmann 
means that women in all work situations have the choice to decide weather they want to 
speak out or be quiet. Adamo continues the discussion by adding that women often want 
to say their opinions, but lack the ability to do so. It is important to have an opinion and to 
actually make it heard. This has been a common problem among women, instead of speak-
ing out loud; they keep their opinions, quietly to themselves. This is something that Evans 
(2001) agrees upon, and says that women usually do not dare to speak until they are 100 
percent sure. The problem is that if women do not talk, others do not recognise them.  

Women are also usually more careful, than men, when they apply for new positions in 
companies, according to Bengtson (1989). They often want to know in advance exactly 
what they are going to do and if they will be able to manage the new responsibilities. 
Women are often characterized with more doubt according to Tivéus and Carter-Scott and 
Fraser (2004). Tivéus claims that men do not think that way at all. Therefore, Forsmark-
Karlsson stresses the importance for women to not act cowardly, since they easily fall be-
hind in the competition if they do not make demands. This results in one of the most im-
portant factors when striving for the top; to never give up. There must be a constant strug-
gle towards the position, and women should move forward with a strong belief in their 
own abilities and their own values. Resistance will automatically be presented during the 
way to the top, but it can be seen as something positive. It can be a help to improve abili-
ties, and with help from new knowledge it will be easier to overcome the coming barriers. 
A soccer player will not score goals every time. But every time he misses, he learns some-
thing, and works on that until next time. It is important to learn and move on to next chal-
lenge. Confident people seams to learn from their mistakes and failures, they do not ignore 
and dismiss them.  

Any woman who wants to move into management must also abandon the traditional role 
of being a ‘keeper of the nest’, and instead move into a more adventurous position. In 
other words, she must be ready to take some risks. The woman who keeps a low profile 
will inevitably be overlooked at the entrance. Therefore, one must think creatively and 
voice one’s ideas. If a woman wants to move into a position, she must be willing to analyze 
challenges, identify opportunities, devise strategies, and see them through. A can-do spirit 
together with some risk-taking will open doors to advancement.   
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6.3.1 Risk Taking 
Shapira (1995) means that managers are involved in risk taking each day, when they make 
decisions. This is in accordance with Adamo who mean that risk taking can create many 
sleepless nights for leaders. With this in mind, Bengtson (1989) stresses that women often 
are taking larger risks when breaking into previously male dominated works places or posi-
tions. Forsmark-Karlsson also looks at her career as rather risky where 100% control is 
rarely seen. However, risk taking may be more combined with the work as a leader, not on 
the way to it. This is in accordance with Herrmann, who means that women in their reach 
for success do not need to be extremely risk taking, but they need to figure out when they 
are willing to take risks or not. Andersson have also been taking a great amount of risks 
during her career, but she means it referred to that she has dared to move into position 
without experience or knowledge. 

Overall, the women preferred to use the words courage or to dare, instead of risk taking. 
They did not wanted to point out that a person need to be particular risk taking in order to 
reach the top, instead they preferred to talk about courage and to dare. Shapira (1995) 
means that since managers often believe that risk taking is a negative world, many do not 
like the usage of it. Tivéus looks at the phenomenon rather like having courage than taking 
risks. One needs to have the courage, and to dare to take on responsibilities, make deci-
sions and to stand out. Andersson also prefers to look at risk taking from a courage point 
of view, where self-confidence and trust in the own judgement is important cornerstones. 

6.4 Motivation 
Motivation is a force, which help people to reach their goals. Motivated by not living the 
life or her parents, Adamo has climbed the career ladder. With this in mind, Carter-Scott 
and Fraser (2004) go hand in hand by saying that fulfilment of dreams and wants are highly 
motivating factors behind reaching top positions. Everyone usually wants something in life, 
love, money, success or maybe recognition However; many people fail to realize their de-
sires, since they go whichever way the wheel turns. One could say it is like having no con-
trol over the vehicle or the situation. But it is difficult to know which way to turn the vehi-
cle, if one do not know which way to drive, and if one do not know where one want to go, 
it may be no point to getting into the vehicle in the first place. It can therefore be said that 
it can be difficult to be motivated by one’s goal if one do not know what one want.  

Motivation depends on how much each person has the feeling of being seen, according to 
Molin (2000). A seen worker automatically try harder, and therefore also grow and reach 
better results. To be seen is also close combined with the motivation of working together 
with other people. Steen sees opportunities in working in teams and means that the contri-
bution is much higher than when working alone. It usually results in a better end product 
if, for example, two work together, than separately. Being a team gives each individual a 
feeling of belonging and security. To sum up, Steen makes this visible by saying that one 
plus one actually is three.  

Andersson, Forsmark-Karlsson and Steen agree upon the fact that it is motivating to see 
people in an organization grow and succeed. This sometimes results in that good and capa-
ble people are leaving the organization in the search for more challenging work situations. 
However, to understand and accept this is a part of being a good leader, according to 
Forsmark-Karlsson. But motivation can be a complex area, and what motivates one per-
son, may not motivated another. Motivation can also change from day to day, and from 
situation to situation.  
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Steen means that if one works with assignments that are really enjoyable it is very motivat-
ing. Herrmann and Tivéus extend the discussion by emphasizing the importance of having 
a positive attitude and enjoy the work one is doing. Herrmann means that no one becomes 
really good, and go far in the business life, if they do not enjoy what they do. Therefore the 
most important thing is not to always to consider what one want to do. It is better just to 
do what one enjoys. This is in accordance with Carter-Scott and Fraser (2004) and Welling-
ton (2001), who claims that having a positive attitude, is valued very high.  

Tivéus means, in accordance with Lassen and Shaw (1990) that money hardly ever is seen 
as a major motivation factor for women. However, for Adamo has money been an impor-
tant factor, but this is grounded in her poor childhood. Even if it today is of minor impor-
tance to her, it once was her greatest motivator. Motivation factors that usually are seen as 
important, are otherwise often; the will to climb the career ladder, need for achievement, 
and to achieve the good feeling one can get with accomplishments.  

6.4.1 Need for Achievement 
Herrmann thinks she has come as far as she has because of her goal orientation, and her 
need for new challenges. Andersson follows the discussion and means that her need for 
achievement highly depends on her ability to extend her goals. This much follows the 
thoughts of Molin (2000), who believes that all business activity is based on the fact that 
people have needs of achievement.               

Solovic (2003) means that the need for achievement is already formed in early ages, and it 
aim, according to White et al. (1997), at individuals’ tendencies to strive for success. Boys 
are, according to Adamo, formed from competing sport activities, while girls grew up with 
the understanding that good girls do not compete. This is often reflected later in life, when 
women, who are not used to competition, have a clear disadvantage in comparison to men. 
Instead women need to understand that competition is good for the development, both 
personally and professional. Women must learn to be competitive and aggressive in the 
market place. They need to rely on their own merits, creating opportunities through good 
business practise. With this in mind, Adamo agrees and also take the discussion further by 
stressing that women need to learn how to compete instead of always trying to be polite. 
The society is much formed by men, and if women want to be a part in the competition 
they need to expand their need for achievement. Also Andersson and Lorentzi (2002) be-
lieve that men have a greater need for achievement and consequently easier reach top posi-
tions. Men also have higher expectations on them to become top executives, according to 
Andersson and Lorentzi (2002), and this result in that women feel a lack of encouragement. 
Women are also more likely than men to attribute success to luck rather than to skill. This 
discussion ends up in accordance with Solovic (2003), who firmly believes that women 
wanting top positions must chart their own course instead of waiting for proposals from 
others. Women must be willing to ask for opportunities and seize the moments.  

6.5 Mentoring 
All respondents put the light on the importance of guidance and support when reaching 
top positions. This is in accordance with Bengtson (1989) and Molin (2000), who both see 
mentors as important, supporting and helping persons. It might be too hard to struggle 
alone, and mistakes would probable be several more, without guidance from experienced 
and well skilled mentors. In accordance with Molin (2000), Steen points out that many mis-
takes cannot be avoided, but they can be less if one get help and wisdom from mentors. If 
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women sometimes do not do well in their jobs, they should not interpret this to mean that 
they are not qualified to be where they are. Everybody makes mistakes. Top positioned 
women did not get to where they are, without making mistakes, but they learned from 
them. This means, finding a mentor can help women avoid potholes they otherwise would 
not see. Mentors may already have done the things the women have set out to do, and can 
therefore serve as helpful support, steering them down the right path. Their professional 
opinions are often extremely valuable.  

As Wellington (2001) states, mentors play different roles throughout the women’s career 
path. Both Forsmark-Karlsson and Herrmann point out, that they have had different men-
tors during their careers.  The needs changes over time and it is therefore important to real-
ize that what today can be the perfect mentor, may not be that after a year. It is also of high 
importance to understand that one mentor cannot create a survival guide in all situations. 
One mentor might be the best solution when facing one special problem, while another 
mentor can be helpful in other situations. Some companies pair new employees with more 
experienced ones in formal mentoring programs. But in others, informal relationships are 
more common forms of mentorship. While a male mentor may be able to serve as a 
woman’s advocate for advancement, a woman mentor may have more insight into the chal-
lenges women face when climbing the corporate ladder. Essentially, one will be one step 
ahead with the help and guidance of one mentor, whether that mentor is a man or a 
woman. Adamo agrees with Solovic (2003), meaning that women striving for top positions 
do not need to have mentors within the same industry or business. Influences can be taken 
from anyone, maybe a friend or a colleague. The mentors can expect to take on a number 
of different roles within the mentoring relationship. Which role the mentor adopts depends 
on the needs of the woman, and which different situations she faces. No role is more im-
portant than another. Mentors can help with pointing out opportunities and create access 
to key people within certain industries. They can provide advices and improve special skills. 
They possess professional expertise and knowledge, which can be very important in the 
reach for top positions, and they can give constructive feedback and help to women to 
achieve their goals.   

Solovic (2003) further means that it is rare to find women in top positions who never 
worked together with a mentor during their career. As comparison, neither Andersson nor 
Tivéus have had guidance from mentors during their journey to the top. But Tivéus is not 
late with stressing the fact she might have missed it. However, instead of having a mentor 
both Andersson and Tivéus have had very supporting colleagues and good managers 
around them. Those experiences have been very meaningful to them. Herrmann, Fors-
mark-Karlsson and Steen also stress the importance of having high-quality managers and 
colleagues. It is never good to stand alone, because the burden would probably be too 
heavy. Support and supervision from more experienced persons is of high importance.  

It can therefore me said that a professional mentor can be very rewarding mentors, but col-
leagues, managers or friends, can work as mentors as well. This is in accordance with 
Adamo, who means that one should have more than one mentor. She means that one 
should look around and grab the good parts from people one meet. But one should not 
forget that the most important thing is not who inspires, but that we let ourselves be in-
spired.  
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6.6 Networking 
Molin (2000) believes in accordance with all respondents that top executives often have ex-
tended networks, which have been created during the executive’s way to the top. Network-
ing is a powerful tool for women who want to reach the top. Herrmann agrees, and means 
that networks are huge assets when one wish to climb the career ladder within organiza-
tions. Women must be alert for opportunities they meet and know people who can help 
them in their careers. This is something which Adamo and Tivéus both find very interest-
ing and stimulating. The best network creators truly want to help their contacts, and many 
business people are well known for their broad network of resources.   

To build networks are very popular today, and therefore, Andersson stresses, the impor-
tance of not building networks that do not give anything in return to the participants.  The 
time should be invested in networks that give something back. This is in accordance with 
Molin (2000) and Solovic (2003) who discuss that networks need to be cultivated and main-
tained. Also Forsmark-Karlsson agrees, by pointing out that networks do not create them-
selves. This means that the effective network activity is very time consuming, and must 
therefore be carefully considered. Many women may think that they are too busy managing 
business, family and home to find time for the creation of networks. But if the goal is to 
climb the career ladders, and reach top positions women can hardly afford not to network. 
No matter how time consuming networking activities can be; they are often very rewarding. 
Through networks one have the ability to get to know other people in similar situations, 
and one can never know when one will come across someone, that turns out to be impor-
tant for the future career.  

Even if women networks can be very helpful and rewarding, it is important to also consider 
male networks. After all, most top decision-makers are still men, and women executives 
will have to navigate primarily in male-majority environments for the foreseeable future, 
just exactly like Tivéus has done during her career. It is also important not to limit the net-
working efforts to the own company. Women need to think broadly, and to have networks 
with people from other industries, or even cultures can be very rewarding. Today’s global 
marketplace creates a ground for connections with different groups of people, which gives 
huge opportunities for rewarding networks. Women just need to figure out what kind of 
networks that is most useful for them. 

Solovic (2003) means, women in top positions often are surrounded by supporting net-
works, and people with positive approach. It can be impossible to be supported by people 
with a negative mind, since they are pulling one down, and draining the emotional 
strengths and self-esteem. Instead there is a reward in having networks of true believers. 
Steen agrees and points out that the type of network much influences the members. Molin 
(2000) and Moore (2000) mean different types of people are required in a network to create 
a winning business concept. This is also why it is important to bring in more women into 
the networks. The reality shows that many networks today, only consists of men. This is a 
huge barrier according to Andersson, since many promotions take place within the net-
works. Herrmann agrees and takes the discussion further by saying that if one does not 
know the right people, it is a barrier. It is therefore important for women to take part in the 
male networks. But as long as most networks consist of men, it is a greater risk that men 
continue to promote men.  
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6.7 Balance in Life 
Bengtson (1989) creates an understanding of, that reaching top positions is very time con-
suming, and it can be hard to combine with family, friends and hobbies. All respondents 
agreed on the fact that striving for top positions takes time. But as Herrmann points out, it 
is a free choice to strive for top positions, but since it takes a lot of time one should work 
with things that are fun or that one feel satisfied with. Herrmann also means that, since the 
engagement is a free choice, she does not have a feeling of giving up anything. Also Tivéus 
says that she has not given up anything during her strive to the top. This is in accordance 
with Solovic (2003) who points out that it is of high importance to not forget and give up a 
personal life outside the management position. But in comparison, Adamo and Forsmark-
Karlsson point out that when someone works as much as top positioned leaders do, other 
things will automatically suffer. Throughout, there are just twenty-four hours every day and 
things will suffer when one work at least 60 hors weekly. Andersson and Forsmark-
Karlsson believe that the own interest suffer in cyclical conditions. When having small 
children the own interests will suffer more but there will be time for this later on in life. 
Adamo further points out that much of her own interest have suffered; playing golf, riding 
a horse or be able to swim well are desires that have been given up.  

But since reaching top positions are very time consuming it is important to have an under-
standing family. Tivéus means that women should never give up their families because of 
their career. Both Bengtson (1989) and Molin (2000) indicate, together with Herrmann, 
that the choice of partner is much influencing women’s career paths. Tivéus continues on 
the same line and conclude that she has had very supporting husbands, who made it possi-
ble for her to reach the top. Supporting people are always helping women to reach desired 
positions. However, Tivéus and Steen wonder upon how much time they actually spent 
with their children.  

As Solovic (2003) discuss, women often feel guilty when saving time with help from for 
example cleaning ladies and gardeners. Adamo tries to make use of her time and therefore 
spend some of her money to buy the time of others. 

To conclude, all respondents put the light on the importance of enjoying the work one is 
doing. Adamo, Andersson and Forsmark-Karlsson emphasizes that no matter if the occu-
pation is time consuming and hard, the tasks always becomes easier when joy and pleasure 
are involved. Steen also means that happiness should be combined with the chosen profes-
sion. If you have fun and like your work, you will see the effects of it. Herrmann and 
Tivéus extend the discussion by emphasizing that with a positive attitude more than half of 
the battle is won. Nevertheless, there are still barriers that women need to prepare them-
selves for to be able to overcome them when reaching for top positions.  
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6.8 Theoretical Contribution 
Current theories heavily discuss the concept of a solid glass ceiling, but lack considerations 
about how women should prepare themselves to overcome the barriers that come with the 
phenomenon. Current theories also claim that women are blocked in their attempts to 
achieve higher positions within management. This can be true, depending on how one sees 
it. Our findings show that the greatest barrier for women, are the women themselves. We 
argue that internal factors, within the women themselves, are creating the major obstacles. 
The assumption is mainly based upon the comparison between the words can and want. The 
current theories strongly emphasize the discussion if women can reach top positions or not, 
which is an external view. We argue, in accordance with the respondents of the interviews, 
that the major barrier, when striving for top positions, is the women themselves and if they 
want to become top executives. Another internal factor of importance for women is their 
self-confidence. Many women lack the ability to say ‘I dare to try’. Since they have not got 
enough self-esteem they do not put forward themselves, and do not become visible.   

Theory does not say that women are less capable. Both Wahl (1992) and Adamo argues 
that women are very capable for higher positions. The glass ceiling is, according to Wahl 
(1992) not an individual barrier, grounded on personal lack of knowledge or experience, it 
is a categorical barrier, just because of gender. This means that there are no question about 
women’s qualities, they just need to be considered. Our findings showed that the greatest 
barrier within the so called glass ceiling is the male standards. Men often promote other 
men within their networks, and since many networks are pure male networks, the men only 
consider other men for top positions. This is something that also is claimed by Molin 
(2000) and Wahl et al. (1998), who say that the glass ceiling today, is characterized by the 
fact that promotion is often done from existing male dominated networks. Here are the 
men’s values ruling and it includes expectancy that top executives should be men. This 
means that in order to change the patterns, women need to get into the organizations. It is 
similar in the society; one cannot make a difference if one does not vote, or it is like 
Andersson and Herrmann said; one need to be visible in order to get heard.  

However, even if we are questioning the glass ceiling, we do not mean that it does not ex-
ists. The glass ceiling does exist, to some extent, but we believe that it does not block all 
women for reaching higher positions. This is for example proved by the women inter-
viewed, who actually have passed through the glass ceiling. This means that a solid glass 
ceiling cannot exist. We would rather claim that it is a penetrable layer instead of a solid 
one. In this way we deconstruct the glass ceiling and open up the opportunities for women 
to become top executives. 

Figure 6 shows what the solid glass ceiling is claimed to look like. Figure 7 instead, shows 
our own new revision of the penetrable glass ceiling. 
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Figure 6 Old model of the Glass Ceiling 

 (Own revision, Wirth, 2001 p. 26). 

Figure 7 New model of the Glass Ceiling  

 (Janhans & Johansson, 2006). 
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The new glass ceiling, in Figure 7, shows that it is possible for women to break through the 
ceiling. Figure 6 can be understood as, there only is a possibility for men to break through, 
and that there are no possibilities for women to pass the ceiling. Since we believe that this 
is wrong, we wanted to show, in our model, that there is a possibility to get through the 
ceiling. This is shown by the red arrows in the middle of the model. We think Figure 6 il-
lustrates the existing theories very well; a lot of theories are talking about the glass ceiling, 
but not how to break it through. In order to help women to reach top positions, they need 
to know how to do it, not only how difficult it is.  

Figure 7 shows that as more women that break through the whole in the ceiling, as bigger 
will it gets. It can be compared with how children try to squeeze themselves through a 
fence; it is really difficult for the first child to break through, but he or she stretches out the 
whole in the fence, and it will become easier for the second child to get through and even 
easier for the third child, and so on. It is the same with women, it is most difficult for the 
first ones to reach the top, but as more that get through the glass ceiling, as easier will it 
gets. This means that the rows on both sides, in Figure 7, will slowly withdraw to the side, 
when more and more women reach the top levels in the hierarchy.  

The women interviewed all claimed that there were no difficulties to reach the top, and 
they meant that it is up to the person to decide how far they want to go. This means that 
there are possibilities, if one sees them. One can choose to see the barriers or the possibili-
ties. These women have seen the possibilities. If one wants, one can. The glass ceiling is 
there, but it does not prevent anyone for reaching the top. On the way to the top, it is im-
portant to keep in mind that one can never network enough, and women need to break in 
to the male networks in order to break the habit of recruiting men in force by habit. Men-
tors? Look around, they are everywhere, and they are important. It does not need to be 
professional mentors; it can be friends, colleagues or managers. What is most important is 
that they are an inspiring source. Both networks and mentors are huge influences for 
women who want to reach a top position. But most important of all; women need to re-
member that they need to say I can, and I dare! 
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7 Conclusion 
This chapter provides the reader with conclusions drawn from the analysis and the theoretical contribution. 
Furthermore, some recommendations are given for future research.    

The purpose of this thesis was to provide an understanding of important dimensions for women who 
strive for top positions. Our assumptions were mainly based upon the fact that the two con-
cepts women and top positions not always are considered to belong together. When discussing 
women in management the word female often is used in front of the word leadership. But 
you almost never hear or read about male leadership; only the word leadership is then used. 
This means that the leader often is referred to as man.       

However, women cannot see themselves as victims in the business environment. All 
women will come across barriers and mountains, while striving for top positions, which 
they need to climb. Maybe the mountain is to balance career with family. Maybe it is trying 
to determine or fulfil the passion in life. Maybe it is to create a rewarding network. What-
ever your mountain is; gear up and climb it. Believing in yourself and in the own abilities is 
more than half of the battle for many women.   

There has been increasing concerns that gender differences have prevented women from 
advancing into management positions, often referred to as the glass ceiling. However, we 
strongly believe that barriers met on the way should rather be seen as a steeplechase course, 
where only the women themselves decide how far they will go. It must also be remembered 
that the more women we find in top positions the easier it gets for other women to strive 
for those business positions.   

There are different thoughts and advices that can be transferred to women who are striving 
for top positions. The basic and most important idea is that women need to have courage 
and believe in their own abilities. However, courage is not the same thing as take on enor-
mous risks. Encouraged people dare to trust on their own abilities, and therefore also have 
a sense of control of their lives. Women should be tough, but not too macho. Women need 
to be ambitious, but should not expect equal treatment along the way to the top. Women 
should take on responsibilities, but should also listen and follow advices from others, for 
example people in the networks or mentors. To meet or read stories of talented, successful 
and creative business women can be truly inspiring and help other women grow.  

So finally; woman, how did you come this far? Well, we firmly believe that it is time for women 
to take a stand and realize that they can do what they want to do. The passion in doing this 
is like gas in a car; without it, you will not get very far. Find your strengths and be aware of 
the weaknesses, make them the best they can be, add passion, and the road ahead will be 
the shortest route to fulfilment. 
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7.1 Further Research  
When conducting the research, we discovered that the theoretical field within women in 
management and how women reach top positions is relatively poor. Existing theories are 
discussing the importance of women in management, but lack how women actually should 
reach those desired business positions. Huge efforts are often put into discussing the exis-
tence of a glass ceiling, hindering women to reach top positions, but lack the discussion of 
how women can overcome those barriers. The literature also takes for granted that the bar-
riers are created from traditions and gender stereotypes, meaning strongly held attitudes 
towards women’s and men’s social roles and behaviour.  

Our research reveals that the major influence on career advancement is the women them-
selves. Women need courage and support. We therefore believe that further investigations 
should be done within the field of internal factors; influencing women’s strive for top posi-
tions, such as motivation and self-confidence. We have also found the importance meeting 
inspiring people through formal and informal networks. But to create networks are a time 
issue, so which once should one put most effort into? Are informal networks, such as 
friends and family as important as formal networks or is it maybe even more important? 
Those are areas that need deeper research to fully be considered as a factor contributing to 
female career advancement.  

We also believe that it would be of interest to consider the female participation in top man-
agement positions from a quantitative perspective. This would not aim at a deeper under-
standing, instead an overall perspective of the phenomenon. Comparisons could then be 
made between industries and regions.  

When instead looking for deeper understandings another useful way of studying the subject 
would be by doing comparative case studies of a fewer number of women during their eve-
ryday life, when they strive for top positions. Thereby some aspects of the study would 
deepen and additional knowledge of the subject would be retained.  
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Appendix 1                  Interview guide
     
 
The interviews were held as informal discussions. The following topics worked as guidelines to create interest-
ing discussions. 
  
 
 

 Introduction 
Would you like to tell us about your life?  
 
What have you done in order to reach the position you are in today? 

- Do you think women need to possess special knowledge or special skills to be able 
to reach top positions? 

- What should women do to reach top positions?  
 
Are you regretting any choices you have done during your strive for top positions?  
 
Have there been special occurrences in your life, you think have had significant importance 
for your career?  

- If yes, what and how?  
 

 Risk taking 
What does risk mean to you? 
 
Do women need to be risk taking in order to reach top positions?  
 
What risks did you have to take in order to reach top positions?  
 
 

 Motivation 
What factors have motivated your strive for top positions? 
 
 

 Mentoring 
Have there been any particular persons who have supported you during your way to the 
top?  

- If yes, who and how?  
 
Have you had a mentor? 

- Who? 
- Pros and cons with mentorship? 
- Is it important to have a mentor?  

 
 

 Networking 
How important is networking? 
 
Do you have networks? 
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- What do they look like? 
- How have they helped you to reach top positions?  

 
 

 Barriers 
Would you like to tell us about barriers you may have come across on the way to the top? 
 
Do you think women and men come across different types of barriers when they strive for 
top positions? 

- If yes, what and how? 
 
Have any particular persons worked against you? 

- If yes, would you like to tell us about it? 
 
Do you think women often meet resistance from other women?  
 

 Sum up 
Why do you think there are so few women on top positions? 
 
Is it important to get more women into top positions? 

- If yes, why? 
 
What should women do in order to reach a top position?  
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Appendix 2                  Respondents 
This is a review above when and where the interviews were conducted. 
 
 
 

RESPONDENT DATE LOCATION

Eivor Andersson 7th April My Travel's

CEO, My Travel headquarters in Stockholm

Amelia Adamo 12th April DN-skrapan (Rålambsvägen 17) 

CEO Amelia Publishing Group in Stockholm

Editor-in-chief, M Magazine

Gunilla Forsmark-Karlsson 6th April Skandiabanken's 

CEO, Skandiabanken headquarters in Stockholm

Lena Herrmann 6th April Dagens Nyheter's

CEO, Dagens Nyheter headquarters in Stockholm

Anitra Steen 4th April Systembolaget's

CEO, Systembolaget headquarters in Stockholm

Meg Tiveus 7th April At Meg Tivéus home 

Former CEO, Svenska Spel in Stockholm  


